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For all of those who didn’t make it far enough 








This project isn’t simply one of memoir. It’s a cultural study from a personal 
base, one created, also, through a unique temporal framework, a moving narrative 
composed of blog posts each focused on the exact day fifty years earlier. Its sub-
jectivity is deliberate, for the intent is to provide an impression of a significant 
year through the eyes of a young man in the process of coming of age. 
It’s also a political tale sparked by the rise of Donald Trump to the Presiden-
cy of the United States, one detailing the seeds of that rise and the false populism 
and white nationalism that are still buoying him in 2019.  
Sexual violence. Racial violence. Political violence. Drugs. Alcohol. Travel 
and warped growth. These are things staying with me from 1968—and the things 
that have stayed with American culture. So these are at the heart of the book. 
If I have learned one thing through the very process of examining that year 
long past and completing this project, it’s that nothing happens in isolation; you 
can’t study any one item while ignoring what sits next to it. You can’t look back at 
one time without examining the prism of your own.  
One of William Faulkner’s characters in Requiem for a Nun says, “The past 
is never dead. It’s not even past.” People focus on the second part of this, but the 
key is “never dead.”  
1968 lives on in America. 
The purpose of this study, at inception, was to see if real-time examinations 
of one year made half a century later to the day in each particular instance could 
lead to fresh knowledge and new appreciation of the connection between past and 
present. The apparatus added after the fact and surrounding the real-time blog en-
tries is meant to tie what proved to be ninety-nine pieces into one whole--and to 
explicitly answer the original question. 
***** 
Comparing 2018 to 1968 can be dangerous, especially when the work con-
tinues into 2019. We don’t know if what, to some eyes, is a precipitous drop to-
ward fascism today has any more reality than it did fifty years ago, when many 
believed the same thing; we don’t know how events of the more recent year will 
pan out. At the same time, we may be able to learn by examining the two main 
years together, understanding a bit better how we have changed. At the very least, 
this study does show how we can overblow the trivial, seeing cataclysm in the pop 
of a cork pistol—today, just as we did in the past. My hope is that it does more. 
For Americans, perhaps the biggest difference between 1968 and 2018 is that 
we are drowning in information today in a way we were not, then. This has ampli-
fied our feelings about any number of things and has convinced us that we know 
more than we actually do—and maybe that makes us think that what is happening 
around us is more important than actually it is. The information that chokes us as it 
floods into our lungs, we mistakenly believe, is freeing us instead. Today, we 
don’t know we’re drowning; in 1968, we did, though we somehow pulled our-
selves to the surface. 
We were not better informed in 2018 than we were in 1968—we only 
thought we were. Our opinions on the world, as a group and as groups within the 
United States, were largely the same as they had been fifty years earlier. A certain 
portion of the population loved Ayn Rand then; that same proportion does now. 
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The biggest difference is that we talked aloud about things in 2018 that were only 
whispered of in 1968, including both white nationalism and homosexuality, just to 
mention two. 
***** 
Objectivity can best be approached by admitting subjectivity and examining 
it.  
That thought may have been the genesis of this project’s structure. Studying 
1968 through personal experience is subjective from conception, but I am attempt-
ing generalize enough to provide insight for even those readers whose grandpar-
ents hardly remember the year. The year, too, is specific: I am using it to help bet-
ter understand how American culture was rocked in the late-1960s as a lead-in to 
trying to understand that same culture as manifest today. 
I don’t believe in objectivity; I don’t pretend to it. Throughout this book, I try 
to make my biases as clear as I can, allowing readers to judge what I write through 
understanding of the place of my own subjectivity—which is quite real. And 
through recognitions of my own pretensions and predilections, which I also do not 
try to hide. 
There’s a tri-part structure to this book. The first reflects my memories of 
1968 themselves. The second is 1968 as seen through the prism of 2018. The third 
is the two woven together in 2019. That structure results from the nature of the 
project, one of process, not product. This book is a study of a culture from both a 
historical and a personal perspective within real-time constraints.  
Some of the posts on events surrounding August 1968 are based on pieces I 
wrote earlier, but even they were changed in the days leading up to the postings. 
The rest were all written close to the fifty-year date, many of them the evening 
before the posting. I did not look back to past posts while writing them, and I tried 
to keep some of what I knew of the intervening years out. The posts can be found 
at https://1968nothingwasrevealed.wordpress.com/. I have taken out some of 
lines quoted in the posts out of concern for copyright infringement. 
I have kept the repetitions that stand-alone posts required, for they reinforce 
the temporal progression of the project. 
I posted what follows to be “sticky” on the first page of the blog. Though it 
was not the first post written, it became the first anyone coming across the project 
page would see. Here, as will be the case throughout, the italicized remarks before 
and after were written in 2019. The entries are mostly as they were originally post-




What's This "1968" About, Anyhow? 
 
In 1966, my father took a job teaching Psychology at Hope College, 
a religious institution associated with the Dutch Reformed Church of 
America. It is located in Holland, Michigan, a middle-class, mostly white 
town, a type of American community unlike anything my family had ever 
before experienced. 
My journey through the sixties had already been a bit unusual for a 
baby-boomer kid. Starting in Richmond, Indiana, a mostly working-class 
town, it had taken me from there to Atlanta, Georgia for 4th and 5th 
grades. As an eleven-year-old, I was accepted into the experimental Ar-
thur Morgan School, a junior-high boarding school well away in the 
mountains of Western North Carolina that was run by a radical group of 
Quakers.  
My father, who had been teaching at Emory University, soon ran 
afoul of his department chair. A fortunate offer of a Fulbright Fellowship 
teaching in Bangkok, Thailand allowed him to jump ship the next year 
and the family to experience life abroad for the first time. Back home 
after another year, it was a return to the school in the mountains for me 
while the family settled into Fort Wayne, once more in Indiana.  
The Dutch community of Holland, split between the Dutch Reformed 
and Christian Reformed churches, was, even so, the most homogenous 
community I had ever experienced. I really didn’t understand much about 
that at the time, but I was never comfortable in the town. That’s not to say 
it wasn’t was a wonderful place to be—if you were a young, white Ameri-
can. It was. 
 
One of the things I like to do is leaven the general with the personal. 
Nothing is dispassionate or objective; it all comes from a viewpoint. I try 
to make mine obvious. 
Cultural Studies is what I do; I like it best when it reflects my own 
passions or history. Or both. 
What we have here is the story of a watershed year: 1968. Each post 
concerns events on a day exactly fifty years in the past, or a topic relevant 
to my life that day—or to the life of the country. The posts start with Oc-
tober 3, 1967, the day Woody Guthrie died and will end with January 19, 
1969, the day before Richard Nixon became president. 
My personal story of that year is one of violence, hunger and the 
start of a fall into drug use and alcohol dependency—among other things. 
It's one of worlds as different as Michigan and Czechoslovakia. My coun-
try's story is one of much greater violence, unmet need and the start of a 
fall from grace that no red baseball cap can pull us out of—among other 
things. It's a story of worlds as different as Vietnam and, well, Michigan. 
As I write the entries—there will be at least 64 (most around 2,000 
words)—I schedule them, returning to them often as the posting dates 
draw near. This is forcing a type of reflection and revision I have never 
before tried, for each post is discrete yet tied to all of the others—and to 
events fifty years later. As of the end of November 2017, I have drafts or 
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notes or topics for almost all of the entries, but I have no idea what the 
final drafts will look like. That will depend on what happens between 
now and those dates—as well, in some of the cases, as how much I be-
come willing to tell. 
Though the entries are appearing sequentially, there is no need to 
read them that way. Each is self-contained. 
 
There proved to be more entries than I had thought there would be, 
about a third more. And I found I was a lot less prepared than I thought I 
was. 
The actual writing  throughout the year was a learning experience 







One of the more remarkable observations coming from any compar-
ison of 1968 and 2018 is how much more trivial the events of the later 
year appear when placed against the earlier. 
 
1968 2018 
1/5 Five people, including 
famed ‘baby doctor’ Ben-
jamin Spock, are indicted 
for violating Selective Ser-
vice (draft) laws as a result 
of actions at the Lincoln 
Memorial in Washington, 
DC at the start of the March 
on the Pentagon on October 
21, 1967. “Dr. Spock” 
(known that way to the en-
tire baby boomer genera-
tion as their baby doctor 
thanks to his book Baby 
and Child Care), Yale Uni-
versity’s high-profile chap-
lain William Sloan Coffin, 
novelist Mitchell Goodman, 
and two others are charged 
with conspiracy to encour-
age violation of Selective 
Service (draft) acts.  
1/5 Alexander Dubcek is elect-
ed First Secretary of the 
Communist Party in 
Czechoslovakia, setting the 
stage for the Prague Spring. 
1/17 State of the Union address 
by President Lyndon John-
son. He said “our goal is 
peace—and peace at the 
earliest possible moment.” 
Yet there was no sign of 
any real American willing-
ness to negotiate with the 
North Vietnamese except 
on terms dictated by the 
United States. 
1/23 The American intelligence-
1/1 Part of a national trend 
toward liberalization of 
marijuana laws, Califor-
nia legalizes sale of the 
drug for recreational use. 
1/3 US President Donald 
Trump claims, via Twit-
ter, that he has a bigger 
and more powerful nu-
clear “button” than 
North Korean leader 
Kim Jong-un. 
1/11 President Donald Trump 
refers to African and 
Caribbean countries as 
“shitholes.” 
1/13 A false alarm that the 
state is coming under 
nuclear attack panics the 
population of Hawaii. 
1/20 A shutdown of the Fed-





gathering ship, the USS 
Pueblo, is captured by 
North Korea bringing up 
memories of the Korean 
conflict of the early 1950s 
and adding new tension to 
U.S. activities in Asia. 
1/31 The Tet Offensive, so 
named for the Vietnamese 
holiday being celebrated at 
the time, begins with at-
tacks across South Vi-
etnam. 
2/1 Former Vice President 
Richard Nixon declares his 
candidacy for the Republi-
can nomination for US 
President. 
2/4 Martin Luther King, Jr. 
preaches at Atlanta’s 
Ebenezer Baptist Church, 
His sermon, “The Drum 
Major Instinct,” will be re-
membered for its prophetic 
nature. 
2/18 The US Department of 
State releases casualty toll 
for the previous week in 
Vietnam, 543 Americans 
killed and 2547 wounded, 
the highest toll to date. 
2/27 CBS Evening News anchor 
Walter Cronkite, on return-
ing from Vietnam, advo-
cates for negotiation with 
the North Vietnamese. 
2/2 President Donald Trump 
approves release of a 
memo accusing the Fed-
eral Bureau of Investiga-
tion of abuse of power in 
a probe of Russian inter-
ference in US elections. 
2/14 17 students and teachers 
are killed in a shooting 
at Marjory Stoneman 
Douglas High School in 
Parkland, Florida. 
2/16 Thirteen Russians are 
charged with interfering 
with the 2016 Presiden-
tial election. 
2/23 New sanctions imposed 
on North Korea. 
 Former presidential ad-
visor Rick Gates pleads 
guilty to conspiracy and 
lying to investigators in 
a plea deal. 
2/24 Former Trump campaign 
manager is indicted in 
federal court for money 
laundering and lobbying 
violations. 
3/12 Minnesota Senator Eugene 
McCarthy comes close to 
defeating sitting President 
Lyndon Johnson in the 
New Hampshire Democrat-
ic Primary. 
3/16 New York Senator Robert 
3/1 President Donald Trump 
announces tariffs on 
steel and aluminum im-
ports. 
3/13 President Trump fires 




Kennedy enters the Demo-
cratic primary race, a turn-
about from earlier claims 
that he would not join the 
contest.  
3/16 Though not reported on 
until the next year, US 
troops slaughter 500 or 
more Vietnamese civilians 
at the village of My Lai. 
3/22 Czechoslovakian President 
Antonin Novotny resigns 
amid calls for liberaliza-
tion. 
3/28 Martin Luther King, Jr. 
leads a march in Memphis, 
Tennessee in support of 
striking sanitation workers. 
Violence erupts, leaving 
one dead, dozens injured 
and many more arrested. 
3/31 In a nationally televised 
speech, President Lyndon 
Johnson announces he will 
not seek re-election. 
3/15 A pedestrian bridge at 
Florida International 
University in Miami col-
lapses, killing six. 
3/21 Reports indicate that the 
opioid epidemic is worse 
than previously thought, 
that omissions on death 
certificates had made for 
faulty counts. 
3/26 The US expels 60 Rus-
sian diplomats in retalia-
tion for the poisoning of 
an ex-spy in England. 
3/28 Twelve states sue the 
federal government over 
inclusion on the 2020 
census form of a ques-
tion regarding citizen-
ship. 
4/4 Martin Luther King, Jr. is 
assassinated while standing 
on the porch of a motel in 
Memphis, Tennessee. 
4/6 A shootout between police 
and Black Panthers in Oak-
land, CA leaves one dead. 
4/11 President Lyndon Johnson 
signs the Civil Rights Act 
of 1968.  
4/11 A troop ceiling for Ameri-
can soldiers in Vietnam is 
announced, 549,500. 
4/23 Protests begin at Columbia 
University in New York 
City leading to student 
takeovers of several build-
ings and the temporary 
shutting down of the uni-
versity. 
4/4 China announces tariffs 
against US goods. 
4/9 The home and offices of 
Michael Cohen, a lawyer 
for Donald Trump, are 
raided by the FBI. 
4/13 President Donald Trump 
orders limited airstrikes 
on Syria in retaliation for 
an alleged chemical-
weapons attack. 
4/26 In events related to the 
growing backlash 
against sexual harass-
ment, comedian Bill 
Cosby is found guilty of 
indecent assault and TV 
news anchor Tom 
Brokaw is accused of 
sexual harassment.  
5/3 The United States and 
North Vietnam agree to 
start peace talks in Paris. 
5/4 It is reported that the 
national unemployment 
rate has dipped to 3.9 
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5/6 French students march 
through Paris’s Latin Quar-
ter and clash violently with 
police. 
5/10 Paris peace talks on the 
Vietnam War begin. 
5/11 Permits are granted to the 
Southern Christian Leader-
ship Conference for an en-
campment on the Washing-
ton, DC mall. It would be 
called Resurrection City. 
5/13 Led by students and work-
ers, one million people 
march against the govern-
ment in Paris as unrest 
reaches its heights. 
5/15 A group soon to be known 
as “the Catonsville Nine” 
seize Selective Service rec-
ords from a Catonsville, 
Maryland office and burn 
them with napalm, the in-
cendiary gel being used by 
American forces in Vi-
etnam. 
5/19 With the capture of Port 
Harcourt, Nigerian troops 
now surround the breaka-
way Biafrans, sealing the 
fate of their rebellion and 
setting the stage for mass 
starvation over the next 
seven months. 
5/21 Resurrection City, a center 
for the Poor People’s Cam-
paign, is established on the 
National Mall in Washing-
ton, DC. 
5/22 A US submarine, the USS 
Scorpion, sinks in the At-
lantic with the entire crew 
lost. 
5/22 Total number of strikers in 
France reaches a possible 
nine million workers. Pres-
ident Charles De Gaulle au-
thorized shows of force to 
percent, the lowest in 18 
years. 
5/5 The unmanned probe 
InSight is launched by 
NASA with the intention 
of a November landing 
on Mars. 
5/8 President Donald Trump 
announces the US will 
withdraw from the Irani-
an nuclear agreement 
negotiated by the previ-
ous Obama administra-
tion. 
5/8 Eric Schneiderman, New 
York State Attorney 
General, resigns when 
accused of sexual as-
sault. 
5/25 Movie mogul Harvey 
Weinstein is charged 
with rape and other 
counts of sexual abuse. 
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dissipate the movement. 
6/3 Artist and media figure 
Andy Warhol is shot by a 
former follower, Valerie 
Solanas. He survives but is 
seriously injured. 
6/6 Robert F. Kennedy shot 
shortly after midnight on 
June 5 in Los Angeles’s 
Ambassador Hotel by Sir-
han Sirhan, just hours after 
the Senator had won the 
California primary, dies 
this day. 
6/8 James Earl Ray is arrested 
for the assassination of 
Martin Luther King, Jr. 
6/14 Dr. Spock, William Sloan 
Coffin, Mitchell Goodman 
and one other are convicted 
of violating Selective Ser-
vice laws. 
6/24 Resurrection City is cleared 
by Washington, DC police. 
A riot breaks out at 14th and 
U Streets. 
6/27 The “Prague Spring” reach-
es its height with the re-
lease of Ludvik Vaculik’s 
“Two Thousand Words” 
criticizing Communist rule 
and outside (Soviet) influ-
ence. 
6/4 The United States Su-
preme Court rules that a 
baker has the right to re-
fuse to create a wedding 
cake for a gay couple. 
6/8 Celebrity chef Anthony 
Bourdain kills himself. 
6/12 Donald Trump meets 
North Korean strongman 
Kim Jong-un in Singa-
pore. 
6/19 The United States with-
draws from the United 
Nations Human Rights 
Council. 
6/27 The United States Su-
preme Court rules that 
public-sector unions 
cannot assess non-
members with fair-share 
representation fees. 
6/28 A mass shooting at The 
Capital newspaper in 
Annapolis, Maryland 
leaves five dead. 
7/26 Trương Đình Dzu, a leader 
of the South Vietnamese 
opposition, is sentenced to 
5 years’ imprisonment. He 
had advocated for a coali-
tion government that could 
move toward negotiating an 
end to the war. 
7/16 President Donald Trump 
meets with Russian Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin in 
Helsinki, Finland. 
8/5-8 At the Republican National 
Convention in Miami 
Beach, Florida, Richard 
Nixon is nominated for 
U.S. President and Spiro 
Agnew for Vice President. 
8/20 The Soviet Union and War-
8/2 Saudi Arabia intervenes 
again in the Yemeni civil 
war with a raid on Al 
Hudaydah. 
8/6 California wildfires are 




saw Pact allies invade 
Czechoslovakia. 
8/22-30 In the days leading up to 
and during the Democratic 
National Convention, po-
lice attack protestors while 
delegates select Hubert 
Humphrey as their candi-
date for President, and Ed-
mund Muskie for Vice 
President. 
8/26 Demonstrations begin in 
Chicago as the Democratic 
National Convention opens. 
8/28 Chicago police charge de-
monstrators in what is soon 
characterized as a ‘police 
riot.’ 
8/28 Democrats nominate Hu-
bert Humphrey as their 
presidential candidate. 
8/7 U.S. sanctions on Iran, 
lifted after a deal was 
struck by the Obama 
administration, are re-
imposed. 
8/13 A bridge in Genoa, Italy 
collapses, killing 38 
people. 
 
9/7 “Women’s Libbers”  (Fem-
inists) protest the Miss 
America competition in At-
lantic City, NJ. 
9/9 Arthur Ashe becomes the 
first African-American to 
win a Grand Slam tennis 
championship through vic-
tory at the U.S. Open. 
9/25 African American televi-
sion star Bill Cosby is 
sentenced to ten years in 
prison for drugging and 
molesting a woman. 
10/18 Tommie Smith and John 
Carlos raise their fists in the 
black-power salute during 
prize ceremonies at the 
Summer Olympic Games in 
Mexico City. 
10/20 Jackie Kennedy marries 
Greek millionaire Aristotle 
Onassis. 
10/31 President Lyndon Johnson 
announces a halt to U.S. 
bombings of North Vi-
etnam. 
10/2 Journalist Jama 
Khashoggi is murdered 
by Saudi Arabian agents 
in Turkey. 
10/20 The United States termi-
nates the Intermediate-
Range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty with Russia. 
10/27 An Anti-Semite kills 
eleven people at Pitts-
burgh’s Tree of Life 
synagogue. 
10/29 The United States de-
ploys troops to the Mex-
ican border to stop mi-
grant caravans. 
 
11/5 Richard Nixon is elected 11/6 Democrats take control 
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President of the United 
States. 
11/14 National Turn in Your 
Draft Card Day. 
of the House of Repre-
sentatives in the midterm 
elections. 
12/22, The crew of the Pueblo is 
released. 
 
12/22 The U.S. government 








October 3, 1967: Goodbye, Woody 
 
To those of us raised within the American left of the post-WWII years, Woody 
Guthrie was a hero. Though of our parents’ generation and though he had been 
silenced by Huntington’s disease, he was part of our generation as surely as if he 
had been born into it. Another oldster, Pete Seeger, kept his legacy alive, as did 
Bob Dylan and Phil Ochs and his own son Arlo. 
The loss of Woody (there was little reason to use his last name) on this day in 
1968 was also a loss to idealism. “This machine kills fascists” said a sticker on 
his guitar and he celebrated America in “This Land Is Your Land” in a way that 
jabbed at the jingo patriots and the capitalists who, we lefty baby-boomers be-
lieved, were stifling the country—with at least a few lines that would somehow 
disappear: 
A sign was painted said: Private Property, 
But on the back side it didn't say nothing 
Woody was our Elvis, our Sam Cooke. They also died too soon; they also 
lingered in the ears of generations. The difference was that Presley and Cooke 
were well known far beyond their fan communities. Woody was not. Even though 
his most famous fan, Dylan, had achieved huge success, Woody remained relative-
ly unknown, a recognized name, that is all, not a known personality. 
When I was planning this project, I realized that an exact January/December 
frame would not serve the narrative arc I was envisioning. The end date, Richard 
Nixon’s inauguration as U.S. President, was obvious to me. But where to start? 
The March on the Pentagon? No, that was too obvious and, besides, I had no di-
rect connection to it. I wanted something that had struck me hard, something that, 
somehow, had signaled a change in my own life. 
As I combed through my memories of the fall of 1967, I realized that many of 
them were connected to music, words or both. One event among these concerning 
both also connected me to a growing part of my generation and to the changes we 
would see over the next year. It carried that feeling of loss that would even propel 
a great deal of our nihilism. It was, of course, Woody’s death. So, I decided to 
start with it. 
This first post is not the most polished of the ninety-nine. I wasn’t certain of 
the best way to approach them or, really, how I was going to focus them or present 
myself—let alone about how I was going to share my memories of the year. I 
thought I was prepared when I started but, on looking back at this first post, I see I 
was not. 
There is an evolution to the telling here, as much as there is to the tale itself. 
 
My 1968 began early, on October 3, 1967, to be exact. That was the day 
Woody Guthrie died.  
Woody’s passing from the world, a big deal to me, marked my insignificant 
passage from childhood to adolescence, from the boy of previous years to the 
youth of the next decade. 
Not only was a childhood hero dead, but I was, just then, in the process of 
discovering Woody's son Arlo, also a singer/songwriter, one who had already gone 
through what I knew I would soon be facing: His Alice’s Restaurant details his 
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dealings with the Selective Service System, a looming specter over any young 
man’s life, right then. I knew it was coming in mine. 
I didn't go to school that day. Mr. Board, my American Studies teacher, 
commented the next, but said he knew why and didn't mete out punishment. Con-
fused, I returned to my seat. 
I had grown, the past year, almost reaching my adult height that previous 
summer, though my weight stayed where it had been—a pudgy 5’4” becoming a 
slim 5’11”. Over vacation, I had worked on the grounds crew at Hope College, 
making $50 a week—not bad, though the cost of a cup of coffee, on my very first 
day, rose to 10¢ from five at the diner where we workers congregated. Mowing 
lawns and trimming them, scraping down bleachers with a steel brush and painting 
them, the work was not challenging, though the heat sometimes was. 
Though I hadn’t started to shave, I was hoping to. I even had a razor. J. B. 
Rhine, the Duke parapsychologist who my father had gotten to know while in 
graduate school, had recently visited us, the airline losing his bag along the way 
and presenting him, as consolation, a kit bag filled with toiletries. As he had dis-
placed me from my bedroom, he passed it on to me. So, I was ready for the occa-
sion to arise. 
In my locker at Holland High—it was my second year there; I was a junior—
tucked into the lip above the door in case of a surprise inspection, was a pack of 
Camels, a couple down. A notebook, a couple of novels and a schoolbook or two 
rounded things out. I was taking Chemistry, English, that American Studies 
course, U.S. History, Trigonometry, Orchestra (I played the viola, though reluc-
tantly), and Graphic Arts. This last had played havoc with my schedule. I was the 
only college-prep (read ‘white, middle class’) student taking a vocational (read 
‘Mexican or lower class’) course. No one had imagined that a student might want 
to take courses in both arenas and the scheduling was different. But I had started 
learning the printing trade in seventh grade and wasn’t about to stop, certainly not 
after seeing the excellent shop in the vocational building. 
My hair—now that I had managed to wrest control of it from my parents—
was down to my shoulders. I generally wore low boots under bell-bottomed jeans 
and shirts with as many paisleys as I could find. And an ankh on a chain, or per-
haps the peace symbol. As I had a little side business selling buttons and a few 
other bits of “hippie” paraphernalia (including ankhs and peace symbols), I gener-
ally had on a button or two, saying anything from “Frodo Lives” (the most popular 
sale) to “U.S. Out of Vietnam” (something certain to outrage most of the parents). 
I rode a bike to school, or walked. 
Sometimes I hitchhiked down 32nd St., starting a habit that would last for the 
next five or six years. One of the other high-school students who had been on my 
summer work crew, a guy named Dave, had never liked me and, when he would 
see me by the side of the road, would pretend to aim his VW bug at me, trying to 
make me jump. I never did.  
In addition to Woody, my record collection at home, though small, included 
Leadbelly, Joan Baez, Phil Ochs, and Bob Dylan. They had been favorites for 
some time. There were also newer finds, Jefferson Airplane, the Doors, Jimi Hen-
drix, the Mothers of Invention, the Beatles, Moby Grape, Vanilla Fudge, Procol 
Harum and more. Books I was reading included Gordon Parks' The Learning Tree, 
Dick Gregory's Nigger: An Autobiography, Lenny Bruce's How to Talk Dirty and 
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Influence People, George Orwell's Down and Out in Paris and London, oodles of 
science fiction, and my favorite book, Thomas Pynchon's V. 
Having been moved around nine or ten times in my fifteen years, from North 
Carolina to Georgia to Ohio to Indiana back to Georgia and North Carolina again 
(for boarding school) to Bangkok, Thailand to North Carolina again (and that 
boarding school) to Indiana once more and then Michigan, my experience had not 
been the standard even of my restless baby-boomer generation. I had felt marginal-
ized and outside my first year at Holland High. Now, I was thinking I could handle 
it—and more. 
But I could never have imagined what the next year would demand. 
 
Today, thanks to movies and books and relentless promotion by his famous 
fans, Woody has achieved mythical status. Fifty years ago, to the lonely boys and 
girls who made up his most fervid fan base, he was a private hero who had faced 
his own future with dignity and through endless refusal to bow down. He had lost; 
his voice had been stilled during our lifetimes and he had lived from a hospital bed 
for years. That, though, made him no less our ideal. 
The graphic arts that I was learning had begun at the Arthur Morgan School 
where Ernest Morgan had taught me the rudiments of letterpress operation, start-
ing me out printing names on bookplates produced by his company the Antioch 
Bookplate Company. At Holland High, I graduated to offset operations and began 







October 10, 1967: Radios and Records 
 
As American culture changed during the sixties, its popular music did, too. 
This was the era of musical integration—and not just racially, though that was 
more important than anyone has ever adequately expressed.  
It is hard to imagine, today, how constrained and controlled popular music 
was back before the 1960s or during the early part of the decade. Even at Motown, 
known for breaking down barriers, everything was choreographed—and woe to 
anyone who stepped beyond what had been designed for them. 
Some musicians, from all sorts of backgrounds and in every imaginable gen-
re, had been struggling to break free. We fans were already reaping the benefits. 
 
By October, my AM radio listening days were waning. No longer was my 
current favorite station—Chicago’s WCFL—my constant home companion. Yes, I 
had become addicted to hourly news headlines and would often turn on the radio 
just for them but, for music, my growing record collection was attracting me more. 
In addition to a stack of 45s ranging from “The Letter” by the Box Tops to Jimi 
Hendrix’s “Purple Haze," I played my several dozen albums on my mother’s old 
combination record-player/radio—over and over. It had been reworked from its 
days playing only 78s before being handed down to me and was only monaural 
but, as similar systems did for thousands of us baby boomers, it brought me a 
sense both of belonging—even when listening alone in my room—and of owner-
ship. 
Yet it was still the radio that could bring surprise and the new. 
When you are young, something electric and unknown can shoot from the 
airwaves and often does, knocking you back in your chair or onto the bed. It can 
then stay alive in you for decades—for a lifetime. 
In mid-October. I arrived home from school one day, flopped down and 
grabbed a book, flipping on the radio as I landed. Suddenly, a guitar chord, strong, 
extended, lanced into my head, followed by teaser strums then drums hitting in. 
They enfolded the surging chords. The vocal started: “I know you’ve deceived me, 
now here’s a surprise.” My book was sliding from my hands.  
Certainly, I’d heard The Who before, probably “My Generation,” but nothing 
they had done had struck me as hard as this combination of Pete Townshend’s 
guitar and Keith Moon’s drums on “I Can See for Miles.” The only thing I could 
remember that was remotely similar was my first experience of the sound of Lead-
belly’s guitar. Oh, ye-ah. 
Oh, and Ray Manzarek's opening runs for "Light My Fire" the past April. 
And... and.... 
Youth is like that. Crystal memories that focus everything else, making it all, 
well, not quite understandable but holdable. Like chapter breaks in books and even 
paragraphs, their purpose isn't logic but breadth. Yeah, I can still recall the tingle 
of that chord, the shock of Mazarek's organ, and perhaps a dozen other moments 
of stunning introduction. 
I had discovered pop radio just a few years earlier, in 1961. I had a little tran-
sistor radio then and was soon listening avidly for favorites as diverse as Shelley 
Fabare’s “Johnny Angel,” Ray Charles’ “Hit the Road, Jack,” and such local At-
lanta hits as Dr. Feelgood (Piano Red) and the Interns’ “Right String but the 
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Wrong Yo-Yo.” These didn’t push aside the fifties folk of the Quaker/leftist cir-
cles my family traveled in, but they certainly added a new dimension to my listen-
ing—and shot a new intensity into my rebellion against my mother’s classical mu-
sic. 
A professional musician, a harpist, my mother had crammed what she 
thought ‘real’ music down my throat through lessons in piano, violin and viola—
when all I wanted to do was learn the guitar (which I would never really do). If I 
were interested at all in any of her music, it was in the old-timey stuff she rarely 
brought out, songs from her childhood in western North Carolina that she kept 
buried deep in her piano bench. Classical orchestras and string quartets left me 
cold, though I sat through their performances again and again, silently crying to be 
anywhere else, kicking quietly against the backs of the seats in front of me. 
At the Quaker boarding school I attended in 7th and 9th grades (glad to go: it 
got me away from my mother), the Arthur Morgan School in Celo, North Caroli-
na, my exposure to the evolving folk scene expanded beyond the Weavers and 
Pete Seeger and the ubiquitous pop of the Kingston Trio and Peter, Paul and Mary. 
It was now tied to performers of local renown like Doc Watson who had busked in 
my mother's home town of Lenoir when she was in her teens (I don't know if she 
ever heard him) and the bluegrass of Flatt & Scruggs, who we had gone down to 
Asheville to see, my first fall. 
That was quite a show. My memory, probably inaccurate, is of an old theater 
a quarter filled, many in the audience hauling instrument cases. Throughout the 
show, Lester or Earl would point to someone and call out a name, and another 
person would climb onto the stage. By the end of the show, there must have been 
more people strumming and picking than were left in the audience. 
I am sure I romanticize the show: it was the first I had ever been to that was-
n't vetted by my mother, that wasn't of the classical variety. It also led me into a 
love of bluegrass, adding it to my continuing interest in country & western (I had 
discovered its TV shows in Atlanta), pop, folk and delta blues. And old-timey mu-
sic, one of the relatives of bluegrass. 
Jean Ritchie, the Carter Family, John Jacob Niles, and the bluegrass Stanley 
Brothers—these names were more commonplace around the school than those of 
the pop stars I had been listening to back in Atlanta. By the end of my time at 
AMS, I knew more of the Child ballads than of the Billboard lists. 
But it is the contemporary singer/songwriters I remember best. I first heard 
Phil Ochs as I was walking one day by the kitchen off the dining room in the main 
building. A student dish crew was finished up, playing records on a little portable 
phonograph. I was passing by the summoning bell just outside—exactly, come to 
think of it, where I had been almost two years earlier when Bob Barris, the head 
teacher, had run up, out of breath, telling me to ring it, as severe a look on his face 
as I had ever seen. I rang but asked why as I pulled the rope. 
“The president has been shot.” Eleven, almost twelve, I didn’t believe it. A 
ghastly joke. 
Ochs struck me powerfully, maybe not as powerfully as the killing of a pres-
ident, but certainly as much as The Who would two years later. His song “What’s 
That I Hear,” the one I remember reaching me from that dishroom, entered deep 
inside of me, pulling out an idealistic longing that I hardly knew existed. 
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Though I made no connection at the time between Kennedy’s death and 
Ochs’ song, the two are linked by that spot, creating the indelible combination of 
politics and music that, I would discover, my whole generation was experiencing, 
each of us contributing our little personal bits to what would prove an astonishing 
whole. 
Dylan had been part of my AMS experience from the start, his Freewheelin’ 
album unavoidable as people played or sang for themselves “Blowin’ in the Wind” 
and “Masters of War.” His move toward electric wasn’t so popular when I re-
turned after a year away, but I loved it, liking Bringing It All Back Home from the 
moment I first heard it. 
By the fall of 1967, I was deeply immersed in Highway 61 Revisited, not so 
much, yet, in the newer Blonde on Blonde. I suspect I knew every word, though, to 
every song on the older record. Still do, mostly. 
Though I then had no idea who Ma Rainey was, I knew Dylan's lines: 
Where Ma Rainey and Beethoven once unwrapped their bedrolls, 
Tuba players now rehearse around the flagpole. 
Soon, I found out who she had been. I had to. Her music wasn’t available to 
me yet, disappointing me. But I was already falling in love with Bessie Smith, who 
had gotten her start with Rainey. 
I saw Dylan’s lines as dividing junk from the real thing and wished my 
mother would be willing to recognize the artistry I was finding, having decided, on 
Dylan’s evidence, that we were on the same side. My father, at least, was coming 
around: he had decided I could listen to Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club 
Band on his hi-fi in the living room, having read something positive about it, I 
think, in The Saturday Review. 
Mary Autry, whose house I boarded in my second year at AMS, had worked 
weekends in her cousin’s little diner about half a mile from her house. It really was 
little, three or four stools and two tables. But it had a jukebox. Most of the songs 
were Country & Western of the older Ernest Tubb and Hank Williams sort, but 
there was also a smattering of Rock & Roll, including the Rolling Stones’ “Get 
Off of My Cloud.” When I first heard it, I was repulsed, but fascinated. That con-
tinued, the repulsion turning into love: “Paint It Black,” “Lady Jane,” and “19th 
Nervous Breakdown.” I didn’t want to like the Stones, but I couldn’t help it. 
Coming from two years in rural Appalachia (sandwiched around a year in 
Bangkok, Thailand), Holland, Michigan had been something of a shock. Not only 
was I three years behind in terms of popular music (I knew who the Beatles were 
and had heard enough to identify their songs but, aside from Sgt. Pepper, I had yet 
to listen closely enough to become a fan), but the suburban, northern culture of a 
middle-class town was alien to me. The first week of school in 10th grade, I was 
told I had to attend a required pep rally—and I didn’t even know what a pep rally 
was. There, I saw my first-ever cheerleaders. They did a strange exercise, jumping 
around in unison while loudspeakers blared nauseating music (it had to be pretty 
bad if it bothered me, for I even had a fondness for "Short Shorts") that I eventual-
ly discovered was a song called “98.6” by a performer named Keith. After, every-
one around me chanted cheers they all knew well but that I couldn’t even under-
stand. I wanted to flee. 
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One thing I did note: though the rally was required, no one took attendance. 
For future ones, I simply found somewhere to hole up with a book in case some-
one was looking. Over time, I got pretty adept at evading Holland High's rules. 
Soon, now that I was back where pop radio dominated, I got up to speed 
again on the top 40. Soon, though, I was discovering there were other sources of 
music, and that the radio was indeed as vapid as Dylan’s tubas. Most of my al-
bums had been gifts, a Joan Baez, the soundtrack to The Fantasticks, my Leadbel-
ly album, a Dave Van Ronk that had appeared from somewhere, and a couple of 
others. Now, I was discovering that there were hundreds to choose from in the 
local stores. During my 10th-grade year, I bought some Ochs, some Dylan, some 
pop, some rock. Nothing really unusual, not at first. I hadn’t come across any art-
ists new to me who really moved me. 
That would come during the spring and summer, a distant reverberation from 
San Francisco’s ‘summer of love.’ 
The friends I made that first year tended to be people who didn’t fit with any 
of the usual high-school cliques. One of them was a guy named Gordon who had a 
basement where his parents never went, a stereo (as opposed to the mono systems 
at my house), dayglo posters on the walls and a number of strobe candles. He and 
I, a girl named Sylvia who seemed to have two last names and with whom I had an 
unrequited crush, and a couple of other outsiders would sit in the flickering light 
and listen to records. We would listen especially closely to Frank Zappa and the 
Mothers of Invention who we thought were ours alone. Soon, of course, we would 
discover that the Mothers made the perfect music for kids outside of middle Amer-
ica’s social norms, “the left behinds,” Zappa’s words resonating, “of the Great 
Society.” 
We weren't the only ones, but discovering that, eventually, made it even bet-
ter. 
At that point, we still felt isolated. None of us had been to San Francisco, and 
all of us hated the Scott McKenzie song as much as we loved Zappa’s “Plastic 
People,” hearing and cheering as we listened: 
Then go home and check yourself, 
You think we’re singing ‘bout someone else. 
We got the contradiction—and we loved the irony. 
And/but we still wondered. 
We were alone but were discovering we were also together. As we touched 
bases with others, reaching out of our personal lonelinesses, we began to partici-
pate in a musical explosion that is still rocking American culture, for both good 
and bad. 
 
The discovery of music, today, is controlled by algorithms not serendipity. 
There is a plus to that: we don’t have to pile through all that we might consider 
crap. But there is also a minus: we don’t have to pile through all that we might 
consider crap. In any case, the exploration is no longer as personal as it once was, 
and we soon find ourselves lumped in not with fellow seekers but as fellows 
sought. 
Music in the sixties was a shared experience. We didn’t have headphone to 
retreat to when our parents shouted, “Turn that down!” but, wanting the loud 
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experience the music promised, sought out places where others, too, moved to the 
music, sometimes with eyes closed, sometimes looking deep into our own. 
One of the things I learned through the writing of these posts was the ex-
treme importance of music to my life, and to those of my peers, in the 1960s—and 
the relative unimportance of music to us today. I suspect this is at least partially a 
simple aspect of aging, but I continue to wonder if we baby boomers weren’t ex-







October 21, 1967: Protests and the Pentagon 
 
Perhaps because of the march on the Pentagon, I began to see differently the 
possibilities of mass action. Up to that time, there really had been no ‘mass,’ not 
in terms of the war. The huge civil rights rallies had been tailing off and it did not 
seem possible that a large group getting together could have an impact on Ameri-
can foreign policy. Yet—hell, I was only sixteen—there was something attractive 
about large demonstrations. Socially attractive. In the future, I told myself, I 
would try to be there. 
 
I thought of Norman Morrison on October 21, 1967. I was listening to the ra-
dio about the 50,000 protesters against the war in Vietnam marching from the Lin-
coln Memorial to the Pentagon. Quite a few of them would soon be arrested, in-
cluding the writer Norman Mailer. He later described, in Armies of the Night, the 
unfolding situation that I caught through short, hourly news reports: 
Waiting for them at the Pentagon or engaged in police work on the 
route were the following forces; 1,500 Metropolitan Police, 2,500 Wash-
ington, D.C., National Guardsmen, about 200 U. S. Marshals, and un-
specified numbers of Government Security Guards, and Park, White 
House, and Capitol police. There were also 6,000 troops from the 82nd 
Airborne Division. 
Finally, I thought, the anti-war movement was gathering real numbers and 
garnering real attention—and it was scaring the powers that be. 
With the Pentagon march in the news, the building it targeted was gaining a 
new significance. This was exciting, a change from the lonely days of the move-
ment over the past two years. Before this, before last spring, certainly, few people 
had lent voice to the often solitary anti-war vigilists and their silent, though occa-
sionally fiery, protests. And few others, including the government, had paid atten-
tion. 
To those of us actively against the war (even if our actions, like mine, were 
small), the attitudes toward what was going on in Southeast Asia of our fellow 
Americans—let alone our government—were outrageous, though we could hardly 
say so if we expected anyone to listen. Though no one wanted to hear about it, this 
was a war with absolutely no reason for being, a war against a government headed 
by a man (Ho Chi Minh) who had been a firm ally of the United States during 
World War II, even an admirer of its core documents. In the wake of the war, the 
US had spurned him if favor of France's attempt to re-establish its colonial empire. 
Worse, the conflict, as it continued into the 1960s, was a war caused by the greed 
of South Vietnamese dictators who knew they would lose elections called for by 
1954 Geneva Agreements—and yet these dictators were backed by successive US 
administrations unable to see beyond the simplicity of the Cold War us-vs-them 
mentality. 
There was no honor to US involvement in Vietnam. Still, throughout it all, 
we in the core of the anti-war movement knew it wasn't the soldiers who were to 
blame. In fact, by the time of the Pentagon march, many of those most vocally 
against the war were veterans, people whose eyes had been opened by actual ser-
vice in Vietnam or ones who had served in World War II, as my father had. The 
dishonor belonged to the US's national leaders, not to the soldiers themselves. 
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Foremost among these leaders was Robert McNamara, Lyndon Johnson's 
Secretary of Defense. 
McNamara's Pentagon had become a focus of my personal anti-war senti-
ments a couple of years before this October 21st march, on November 2, 1965. 
That’s when Morrison had poured kerosene all over his body and had lit a 
match—or a lighter. He did that within sight of McNamara’s office. A number of 
people at Arthur Morgan School, where I was a student, and in the broader Celo 
Community where the school was located, had known him. 
His death in protest against the war in Vietnam had shocked even those of us 
who had never heard of him, even those who supported the war wholeheartedly 
(though most Americans, I suspect, only vaguely knew of the war at that time and 
had no opinion about it—outside of kneejerk patriotism). His death came from 
frustration: Americans were unwilling to see just how awful this needless war was, 
and he wanted to burn its horror into their consciousnesses. 
Maybe Morrison hadn't died quite for nothing, I thought now, almost exactly 
two years after that chilly day. Or maybe he had. I couldn't tell. No one could. Not 
when Morrison handed off his baby daughter as the flames caught his clothing or 
on that day of protest almost two years later. We in the anti-war movement had 
walked more softly and talked more quietly for quite a time afterwards. Except for 
doing it with sadness, no one had been sure how to react or quite how to proceed. 
We kept our own anger tamped. 
Elsewhere, for the most part, few cared. 
Unlike the situation in that radical Quaker community in the mountains of 
North Carolina, where social and political activism was always at the forefront, 
few people in Holland, Michigan thought much about a war in Asia—no more 
than they had thought about the Civil Rights Movement—a general lack of con-
cern which was, of course, part of what led Morrison to act as he did. Americans, 
for the most part—white Americans, that is—were complacent, concerned pri-
marily with what was right in front of them, the greater world be damned. 
After all, they were living in the greatest, most prosperous country the world 
had ever seen. World War II had pushed the United States into a position of world 
dominance that neither the USSR nor the Chinese Communists could rival and that 
left older empires, particularly those of the British and the French, crumbling. The 
threats the communists posed had no discernable impact at home; the fears of the 
recent McCarthy witch-hunts had receded and even the Cuban Missile Crisis had 
faded into nothing more than a bad dream. We had won, after all; the missiles 
were gone. The economy was booming and there was enough for everyone—even 
for the African Americans, as long as they didn't infiltrate the great American 
middle class. 
Or so most white Americans seemed to think. 
Since my family's arrival in Holland at the end of the summer of 1966, my 
father had been participating in weekly silent vigils against the war in Vietnam of 
the sort that were beginning to be spotted across the nation, but few joined him—
sometimes my mother, sometimes me, maybe one or two others. Most of the peo-
ple of the town turned their eyes away as they walked by and avoided the handouts 
we offered. 
They didn't want to know. 
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Standing there, pamphlets wilting from my fingers, I would realize, more 
than I had at any prior point in my young life, just how alone “alone” could be-
come. These people, they looked so nice, so normal... but they just didn't seem to 
care. I didn't exist to them. 
That first fall in Holland, I looked pretty much the same as everyone else, but 
I had become different, more so than I understood. For the moment, I was ignored 
by the greatly homogeneous population, as were those few like me. The actions of 
those around us made it clear: we weren't important. 
That would change, of course. Opposition to the war, coupled with a growing 
alienation on the part of the young from our complacent and incurious culture, 
would soon provide something new and explosive to belong to. Excitement, not 
just stability. At least, so it would seem as I, among the hordes, was experiencing 
it. 
Before that, on October 21, 1967, how were we—that is, my family and I—
different? Why didn't we, from our first days in Holland, fit in? 
First, as Quakers, we were part of a tradition of political activism going back 
to abolitionist times, if not before. Second, almost exactly three-and-a-half years 
earlier, in the spring of 1964, my family had moved to Bangkok, Thailand, my 
father having been granted a Fulbright Fellowship to teach at Thammasat Univer-
sity over the coming year. That experience removed us from the mainstream of 
American life that had heretofore caught us in its currents as much as any other 
family. Now, we were eating different foods and talking to different people. No 
longer did our experiences mesh so easily with those around us. 
While in Bangkok, we had kept up with American news through the Ameri-
can Cultural Center, where I had followed the developing Johnson/Goldwater elec-
tion campaigns and had begun to learn more of what was happening in nearby 
Vietnam. We had planned on visiting Saigon on our way to Bangkok, but that stop 
got cancelled due to an upsurge of violent 'incidents' in the city. 
In January 1965, my school, the International School of Bangkok, nearly 
doubled in size, taking in American dependents who had been evacuated from 
Saigon. Even before that, though we were far enough away to avoid personal in-
volvement, we were close enough to hear things about the war that weren’t always 
known in the United States. Now, we started hearing more. There was more build-
up of American troops than we'd been led to believe, particularly after the Tonkin 
Gulf resolutions that past August. 
Pilots living in our building would disappear “up north” for days or weeks at 
a time—though the US denied that any bombing runs over Vietnam were based 
from Thailand. As a family, we became cynical about our government and deter-
minedly anti-war. But we kept quiet—of necessity. Most of the Americans we 
knew were involved directly with the military or with the US government in one 
capacity or another. We liked these people and did not want to quarrel with them.  
Only when we returned home would we feel able to speak out. 
Back at AMS the next year, I discovered that we weren’t quite the only ones 
increasingly concerned by our government’s misguided activities in Southeast 
Asia. The Quaker community, with its peace witness, had moved firmly into the 
anti-war camp that was just then emerging. Focus was turning away, slightly, from 
the civil rights involvement of the past few years. The death of Morrison, who was 
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repeating actions by South Vietnamese monks that had begun a year or two earlier, 
made determination to stand against the war even stronger. 
Everyone I knew agreed: Vietnam was a horror; the sooner it was stopped, 
the better. 
But I knew few people. AMS was isolated and Quakers are rare. 
In Holland, faced with the great ennui of the American public, I entered into 
a slide towards alienation that, I would later discover, thousands of my generation 
were also experiencing, even if their paths to it were different from mine. We 
hadn’t found our communal voice yet—Bob Dylan was the closest thing—but we 
knew what we didn’t want. And that was the smug middle America surrounding 
us. 
Only Frank Zappa was pointing out for us exactly what it was we wanted to 
escape. Complacency and conspicuous consumption: these were turning us away 
from our culture—though not as much, admittedly, as soon we would imagine. 
We weren't, ultimately, the rebels we wanted to believe we were—but that's 
another story. 
During the spring of 1967, we alienated kids would begin to hear ourselves 
for the first time, or so we believed, when the music of Monterey Pop began to 
filter across the country, and to see ourselves in others as our growing hair and 
bellbottoms over sandals and boots (no brown shoes) started to become symbols of 
resistance to our 'decadent' culture. 
They also became symbols of the safety of companionship. We began to call 
ourselves, not “hippies,” a word we disdained, but (thanks to Zappa) “freaks.” We 
began to pride ourselves in our imagined difference. 
We were starting to see that there were others we could turn to, in school and 
on the streets. Those not part of this new thing that would soon be called a “coun-
terculture” never managed to dress or speak quite correctly and, while not exactly 
shunned, were easily avoided. At school, rather than being the lost outsiders of just 
months before, we became (and we laughed about it) creatures of certain mystery. 
Adults (particularly clergy, it seemed) wanted to ask us questions, even to “listen” 
to us (another joke). 
Sometimes someone or another hinted that they would like to try smoking 
dope—something sure to make me, at least, sidle away. I had never even seen ma-
rijuana except in picture—and all of us had heard stories of “narcs” who tried to 
infiltrate and arrest. We kept our distance and our activities quiet. 
That past spring, the most important symbol of the growing sense that we 
weren't alone had been the marches in a number of places on April 15 against the 
war in Vietnam. No one I knew had been able to participate, though my parents 
and their friends supported the marches and, probably, gave financial support to 
the organizations behind them. The umbrella group, the Spring Mobilization to 
End the War in Vietnam became, after the marches, the National Mobilization 
Committee to End the War in Vietnam; it was known familiarly, to us, as "the 
Mobe." People like Dave Dellinger and Dr. Benjamin Spock (who was, of course, 
already a household name) became famous in our small circles for their anti-war 
activities. 
At school, in Mr. Board's American Studies class, we had to do reports that 
fall, and I did mine on the anti-war movement, presenting my findings some week 
or two before, I think, the march on the Pentagon. For my fellow students, this 
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movement was still pretty much unheard of. They didn't watch the news or read 
the papers. No one but me knew anyone, not really, who was against the war. 
None of them knew anyone who had been involved in it. Not yet. 
To my fellow students, kids like me, with long hair, beads and bells, were 
still simply oddballs, popping up more and more frequently, but generally objects 
of derision. My classmates were genuinely perplexed when I gave my little talk, 
asking all sorts of questions afterward, including things such as "Don't you think 
we need to stick together and support the president?" and "Aren't communists out 
to dominate us all?" and "Don't we have to fight them like our parents did in 
World War II?" I sputtered through answers as best I could, but one stumped me 
completely: "What good do protests do? There are few of you. Why don't you just 
give up?" 
Seeing my confusion, Mr. Board walked quietly to the chalkboard and wrote 
a "1." Under it, very slowly, he wrote "12." I stared, not understanding. The class, 
though, got it immediately. The Quakers I associated with never concentrated 
much on Jesus (outside of the Sermon on the Mount); the New Testament (let 
alone the Old) was rarely on my mind. I'd guess that there were few students in the 
class who were not Dutch Reformed (the Christian Reformed had their own high 
school) and they were all steeped in Sunday School lessons. They got it immedi-
ately. 
As I slid back toward my seat, Mr. Board said, "The point is, movements 
have to start somewhere, and most of them start small." 
***** 
The March on the Pentagon was a signal event but not for any impact it had 
on the Vietnam War. Resistance was growing and the media were finally taking 
notice. That, this October, was the change. Those few of us at Holland High 
School... add to them the growing few at nearby Hope College and among the 
community in general and across the country... were still generally shrugged off. 
Perhaps because of that, we didn't feel like part of any great movement or even 
Mobilization. It just the Mobe, something we had to do. 
But it was growing. And we could see that and even feel a certain excite-
ment. 
What bothered me, even then, was how personal the war should have been, 
even to the people of Holland. There had been a draft in the country for a quarter 
of a century. Young men were used to going off to serve. After WWII, especially 
after Korea, it wasn't seen as that big a deal, but simple as something of a rite of 
passage. Now, with the numbers of American soldiers dying once again rising, it 
seemed to me that more people should be paying attention. 
I was more than two years away from the point of registering with the Selec-
tive Service System, but I was already thinking about how I was going to approach 
my own involvement with it. 
Most of my friends, when I asked them, had not considered the draft at all. 
They would register, that much was clear, but burn their draft cards? Not likely, 
not even those few who were against the war. Most, when forced to confront it, 
assumed they would be doing what their older brothers had already begun to do, 
finding deferments that would last until they were too old to be drafted. First, that 
2-S student status. Then maybe get married, or teach. Or find something slightly 
wrong physically that could lead to a 1-Y exemption. 
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At that point, with my own case in the fog of the far (to a 15-year-old) distant 
future, I planned on refusing the register, to resist, to go to prison. I would modify 
that somewhat by the time I turned 18, but the plan remained: resistance. As it 
happened, I was 1-A (prime cannon fodder) until the lottery came and gave me the 
number 249, well beyond the numbers up to 125 whose possessors were called. 
I was lucky; one of my childhood friends, born just a few days after I was, 
got the number 2 and ended up spending 16 months in Leavenworth Prison. I 
would have, but I certainly didn't want to. 
For all of our idealism and sense that this was something we had to do, we 
did feel that ours was a martyr's cause, personally hopeless, and we generally ex-
perienced a moment of that hopelessness each time some curious person came so 
seriously to try to understand us. 
After all, we didn't understand ourselves. 
In his look back at the Pentagon march, Mailer would write: 
Let the bugle blow. The death of America rides in on the smog. 
America— the land where a new kind of man was born from the idea that 
God was present in every man not only as compassion but as power, and 
so the country belonged to the people; for the will of the people….  
Let the bugle blow! 
Noise. 
But that, at the time, was all we, who imagined we were the new, new peo-
ple, had. 
Much else would come to us over the coming new year. 
But not all of it was good, not by a long shot. 
 
For the next few years, I would show up for every demonstration I could get 
to. Every gathering (including the Woodstock Music and Arts Festival). Only in 
1970 did I begin to sour on demonstrations, drawing away, sickened, in the wake 
of the Kent State and Jackson State killings. I was forced, then, to recognize that 
the fun of protests—even the tear gas and the sparring with police—was not simp-
ly a good time. And that they weren’t doing much good. 
Over the decades after that, I would occasionally participate in demonstra-
tions and political parades, often feeling as though I “should.” Too many of the 
people at them, I saw, had the attitude I once had, that all this was good fun for a 





November 1, 1967: The Middle of the Middle 
 
One of the reasons I live in New York City (though sometimes I would love to 
be elsewhere) is the diversity in my surroundings. Not everyone looks like he or 
she could be a relative. To me, there’s comfort in that. 
To the people of many American towns, the truth is really the opposite. They 
find comfort in similarity, not difference. I suppose I can’t blame them for that—
the same is true all over the world. 
 
Holland, Michigan really is a nice place populated by friendly people. If 
there were a way to live there without consideration of the rest of the world, it 
would be tempting to move there or, if there, just stay. 
That would have to be a world, though, where everyone fits in and where 
what goes on elsewhere has very little impact locally. It would have to be a world 
that doesn't exist—no matter how much many Americans, particularly white 
Americans, want it to. 
Though there is a great spattering of Dutch names in town, the people have 
pretty much assimilated into the white American culture of the Midwest. Their 
only distinctions from the wider society are those names and their continuing alle-
giance to either the Dutch Reformed Church or the Christian Reformed Church. 
Still, these are churches that do indeed share the Calvinist background of the 
Scots-Irish Borderers, the people who had headed the push west that the Dutch 
immigrants quickly followed, establishing Holland in the 1840s. The new settlers 
soon pushed aside the Ottawa First People who were, of course, already there. 
The people of Holland aren't far different from those of any of the thousands 
of towns first settled in the 19th century as the United States rolled west. Anything 
I write about them could be written about communities from Ohio to Oklahoma to 
Oregon. I've lived in similar towns, in fact, in Ohio, Indiana, Wisconsin and Iowa. 
Differences, if any, arise only from the particularities of landscape. I've liked these 
towns, every one, and the people in them. 
But that doesn't mean I don't recognize their problems. 
Today (that is, November 1, 1967), for the most part, the people of Holland 
are quite open and accepting—open and accepting of anyone, at least, who will 
conform to their standards. Of anyone who does not present even the perception of 
a threat to their persons, their beliefs or their 'way of life.' That is, they will accept 
anyone who dresses as they do, has politics not far removed from theirs, and who 
doesn't congregate in groups that might become rivals. In other words, they are 
like most people everywhere, especially those cut off from the greater conflicts 
and movements of the world, those who have not been forced to live constantly 
with 'others.' 
Fifty years later, I understand that my view of Holland was—and is—biased. 
I live, today, in New York City, am married to a Jewish woman, live on a block 
filled with immigrants and teach at a college where diversity is the norm. I revel in 
difference and love it that few of those around me are like me. 
Though I don't dislike anything about Holland—my two years there were 
quite pleasant and I learned a great deal there—it is not a place I would return to. 
One part of "why" is answered by the events of the next year. Another part is re-
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lated but quite simple: The question is, as Nora Bayes sang, "How Ya Gonna Keep 
'em Down on the Farm (After They've Seen Paree)?" And I am one of the "'em."  
The most brilliant and applauded students at my school in Holland were chil-
dren of the family that owned the local scrapyard. Jews who had been in the com-
munity for several generations, they showed little outward sign of their religion. 
They joined in with the local Tulip Time Festival every spring and were involved 
in philanthropy of many sorts. My first year at Holland High School, one of them 
returned to the school with his folk trio from college and performed for us. The 
three were good enough musicians so that I can still remember some of the songs 
they sang (including Tim Hardin's "If I Were a Carpenter," which produced titters 
in response to the line, "Would you have my baby," making me wonder about the 
maturity of my new classmates). The entire community was proud of the family; 
from their perspective, any difference had long been discarded or hidden away. 
Yet, oddly enough, difference had also become part of the pride: "They're Jewish, 
but we love them anyway." 
Um... yeah. 
There was no Quaker meeting in town. We had to go up to Grand Rapids or 
had to hold meeting in our living room. 
Coming from segregated suburban Atlanta and white Western North Caroli-
na, the lack of African Americans in Holland was not something one might expect 
I would notice, not particularly. Perhaps I didn't, not right away. But, by the mid-
dle of our first fall there, I had become acutely aware of just how pale the commu-
nity was—and just how limited was the town's experience with people marked 
with difference. I remember being struck forcefully by Big Bill Broonzy's "Black, 
Brown and White" at about that time. I was realizing that I certainly was in a 
community where "if you are brown, stick around, but if you are black, get back"; 
perhaps it was the lack of African Americans in the town that made me pay atten-
tion to the song. 
The next summer, in July of 1967, the people of Holland became aware of 
race in a way that had never been forced on them before. Whatever blacks they 
had seen had been in ones and twos, maybe a carload headed for the beach on 
Lake Michigan. They weren't a threat and, for the most part, they had been polite 
and circumspect while passing through town. Now, just on the other side of the 
state, in Detroit, African-Americans were rioting, showing the lily-white commu-
nities that there could be big groups of 'others,' dangerous groups and not too far 
away. 
It took an influx of 800 state police, 8000 National Guardsmen, and 4700 
soldiers from the 82nd Airborne to stop the riot. 43 people died, over a thousand 
were injured, and more than 7000 were arrested. The damage estimated at 32 mil-
lion would be the equivalent of almost 235 million today. In other words, this was 
a big deal. And it worried people even in isolated and, they had thought, insulated 
Holland. 
This wasn't some demonstration in far off Mississippi or a march in Wash-
ington, DC; it was close by, in a city everyone had been to—and it scared the be-
jeezus out of those who had not been particularly concerned about black Ameri-
cans, not even during the era of nonviolent civil-rights actions. Our next-door 
neighbors owned a sporting-goods store where their stock included guns. Soon 
after the Detroit riot, there were rumors that blacks were to be imported from 
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Grand Rapids to riot in Holland. A bus from a Sunday school going for an outing 
at the state park on Lake Michigan was stopped and turned away. The whole 
neighbor family spent the next couple of nights huddled in their store, guns at the 
ready. 
In my family, we kept our opinions to ourselves—on this topic, at least. That 
probably wasn't the best way to react, but we couldn't laugh at people we had to 
live with and didn't see how we could convince them of something they'd never 
experienced outside of magazines, newspapers, radio and television. I doubt that 
any of them had ever even talked to an African American. If we couldn't wake 
them to the dangers of the new and escalating war in Vietnam, how could we 
manage to draw attention to a problem they had been avoiding for a much longer 
time? 
About the only people aside from the white majority who were identifiable 
by skin color in Holland were the Mexicans who had settled in town after coming 
to the area to pick blueberries and the like or work at the Heinz canning plant. 
There weren't very many of them (not then) and they were willing to work for ex-
tremely low wages, so they were tolerated. I am sure there were blacks there, too, 
but I don't remember any. Even today, the population is only some 4% African 
American, much lower than the national average (more than a fifth of the city, on 
the other hand, is now Latinx). 
Again, and I should emphasize this, the people of Holland were not bad peo-
ple, nor were they consciously racist. They are probably still fine people, and they 
would be distressed to be called racist (though slightly over 60% of the voters in 
the area cast for Trump). What they were was provincial. Few of them had trav-
eled; few were interested in doing so. Occasionally, they had made it as far as De-
troit, but I don't remember anyone who had been to Chicago, which was actually 
closer. The 'other' scared them, so they stayed at home and avoided dealing direct-
ly with people whose physical presentations were inscrutable to them. 
Though I am not sure of this, I think that the high percentage of African-
American authors among those I was reading right then was a reaction to the town. 
Yes, I had gotten interested in Africa back at Arthur Morgan School. Kenyan Al-
phonse O'Kuku, roommate of Lee Morgan (son of school founders Ernest and 
Elizabeth Morgan), had impressed me a great deal and, as a result, I had read a 
number of books about Africa while there, but that interest had waned (for the 
time being) and I was more concerned, now, with racial issues at home. On my 
bookshelf, in addition to volumes by Dick Gregory and Gordon Parks, were James 
Baldwin's The Fire Next Time, Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man, and a number of 
other works dedicated to issues that were moot, as far as the lives around me were 
concerned. Slavery was over; so was Jim Crow. And that, to most of the people of 
Holland, was that. 
***** 
Outside of those occasional worries about imported rioters, nothing much of 
excitement happened in the town, and the people seemed to prefer it that way. 
Night times were dead times; I doubt there was a bar scene at all (though I was too 
young to know). Fortunately, for the first time in my life, I could get my fill of 
television, though just in black-and-white (my parents wouldn't buy a color set). 
There had been none available at my boarding school or in Thailand and, in Atlan-
ta, my parents had strictly limited the hours I watched. Now, I was older and, well, 
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there just wasn't much else to do. So, I read, as much as ever, and watched the 
tube. 
Probably my favorite shows of the time were The Smothers Brothers Comedy 
Hour and, a little later, Rowan and Martin's Laugh In, the first consistently pre-
senting music I wanted to hear (though I don't remember watching when Keith 
Moon blew up his traps on the show—that would have made my week) and the 
second making me laugh rather than groan at the humor (aside from Dick Gregory, 
my favorite comedian of the time was the late Lenny Bruce, whose How to Talk 
Dirty and Influence People had impressed me greatly). Mostly, though, I watched 
the network news, CBS with Walter Cronkite, and the Today show in the morning. 
Or whatever happened to be on. There wasn't much choice, after all, just three 
channels. 
The offerings could be pretty gruesome. On Sunday nights, you could watch 
Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea or Gentle Ben or Walt Disney's Wonderful World 
of Color. Ed Sullivan, The Mothers-in-Law and The F.B.I. followed before, finally, 
I could watch Tommy and Dick Smothers. Ed Sullivan sometimes had on a bit of 
good music, but it was rare, so I rarely watched. Mondays we had Laugh In, but 
nothing more. I mean, come on… The Monkees? The shows of the time were, for 
the most part, preposterous (which doesn’t mean I didn’t watch). 
Fortunately, I wasn't the only one who realized this. I remember parodies of 
television in Mad magazine, like Voyage to See What's on the Bottom and Genteel 
Ben, that helped me realize I wasn't completely alone in seeing television as home 
to the peculiar, to say the very least. 
***** 
There wasn't much chance for high-school socializing in the evenings, so it 
was the hours right after school that we spent in my friend Gordon's basement lis-
tening to Zappa. Lots of other musicians vibrated Gordon’s needle, but we always 
came back to the Mothers, to songs like "Who Are the Brain Police" with lines 
such as "I think I'm gonna die." Or "Call Any Vegetable" with: 
No one will know 
'Less it's you that might tell 'em so. 
We had our secret lives in Holland, but increasingly in public through the 
way we dressed and talked, and whom we turned to. Still, there were things we 
weren't going to share. One, for me, was that I knew nothing of the drug culture of 
pot and LSD that was getting so much publicity—and wished I did. When people 
would speak of drugs, I would nod, knowingly, though I knew nothing. Nor did I 
know anything about sex—never had I even kissed a girl. 
I have no idea what my friends Gordon and Sylvia or any of the others knew 
or had experienced; we kept it inside. Yet we constantly made assumptions about 
the town of Holland and the other people in our high school—just as I have been 
doing here, though without the experience for reflection that fifty years brings. 
***** 
Was Holland really as wrapped up in itself as I have written here? I don't re-
ally know, of course, but, given what I am seeing of white American society fifty 
years on, I suspect it was, and that the resentments that poured out of it and into 
the 2016 voting booth are proof enough of a culture that never wanted to be both-
ered with the greater world; like so much of America, it hates that the past half-
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century has rubbed its nose in a universe it had never expected to encounter and 
didn't care about. 
We saw some of that, back then, some of the resistance to anything out of the 
ordinary. The high school, for one thing, was getting suspicious of us and was 
cracking down on dress-code violations. I had a Nehru-type shirt with a turtleneck-
like collar and, of course, no buttons. It was meant to be worn outside of pants. A 
vice principal told me to tuck it in and I refused, explaining the design and show-
ing him the cut. He told me to go home and change. 
But I never did. 
 
Though I had meant to keep my focus on 1968 in these posts, my frustrations, 
many of which have stayed with me as their sources have in American society, 
sometimes forced their way in, as they did here. The racism of American society 
that spawned Donald Trump was so on my mind that it had begun to color every-
thing I thought or did. 
I didn’t really try to stop 2018 from intruding, for one of my purposes was to 
show the subjective and temporal nature of any study of culture, to show just how 
much it is filtered through contemporary lenses. This is old hat for historians and 
students of culture, but it bears repeating. 
One of the things I like most when reading histories and cultural studies 
composed in earlier times is what they tell me of the time of composition—often 
inadvertently. What I like most about this project is what it is teaching me about 






November 6, 1967: Reading 
 
Books have determined the path of my life. That may be a cliché and it is cer-
tainly no great surprise, considering that I’m an English professor. Books took me 
to worlds (life Africa) that I had not imagined possible and that I would find, when 
I did finally get to them, extraordinary. They tailored my image of where I wanted 
to be (the city, sometimes; the country, others) and made me want to be things—
like a dishwasher or an auto mechanic—that were far removed from the expecta-
tions of the adults around me. 
In later years, I would hear people arguing for books in schools that students 
could “identify with.” That always seemed condescending, implicitly stating that 
kids have no imagination, could not think beyond their immediate environments. 
What a bore! The last thing I wanted was to read about a kid or youth like me. I 
wanted, instead, to read the wonders of the unknown. 
 
Lying on my bed, listening to music and reading: these were my favorite in-
door activities, and they were usually done at once. My favorite writers at the time 
were George Orwell and Thomas Pynchon, though I devoured oodles of science 
fiction, liking particularly the collections from magazines of the forties and fifties. 
The writers of the genre I generally admired most were Alfred Bester and Philip 
K. Dick—I think I saw Dick as something of an even more perplexing Pynchon, 
great praise, indeed. 
Sometime in the fall of 1967, I picked up a new anthology edited by Harlan 
Ellison, a writer and editor I was familiar with but had never enjoyed that much—
though I did read him regularly (he was a star of the science-fiction world, after 
all). This book, Dangerous Visions, I did enjoy. Dick had a story in it, "Faith of 
Our Fathers." But, better to me at the time were Philip Jose Farmer's "Riders of the 
Purple Wage," "Gonna Roll the Bones" by Fritz Leiber, Theodore Sturgeon's "If 
All Men Were Brothers, Would You Let One Marry Your Sister?" and "Carcino-
ma Angels" by Norman Spinrad. Oh, and I can't forget "Aye, and Gomorrah" by 
Samuel R. Delany. These stories were electric! 
But they weren't the only ones. 
Orwell's Down and Out in Paris and London, which I had first read the past 
summer, had set me longing to be away from Holland, Michigan and into the big 
city, especially into the underside where the fascinating stuff happened—or so I 
believed. I had also liked Burmese Days and Keep the Aspidistra Flying, but Hom-
age to Catalonia and The Road to Wigan Pier did little for me, probably because 
they were directed by a politics over long before I was born. I had read Animal 
House and 1984, but the nascent snob in me left those for classrooms I felt far 
superior to. 
From Orwell, as was usual for the time, I found Aldous Huxley. Though I 
like Brave New World well enough, it was Ape & Essence that really sparked my 
interest. I was hooked from this start by a bit of doggerel ending like this: 
And do you like the human race? 
No, not much. 
I wanted desperately to be a cynic, and those lines cried out to my desire. 
Benny Profane, in V., also set my imagination and my longings to work. I 
wanted to yo-yo up and down the east coast and travel on my own to the exotic 
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locales of the book. I didn't like The Crying of Lot 49 quite so well, probably be-
cause it was short. I had begun to revel in long books that could hook me for 
weeks. 
Like The Lord of the Rings had. 
I had re-read Tolkien's trilogy a couple of times by this point, and would end 
up paging through it a couple more. I wasn't quite as passionate about it as the few 
Tolkien fanatics at the high school, though, for I was much more interested in fan-
tasies (I took them as tales) of the 'real' world and of travel through it, not through 
explicitly imaginary territory. On the Road and, more forcefully, The Grapes of 
Wrath: These sparked my imagination and my longing. Steinbeck knocked me for 
a loop with that last book—though I had hated just about everything else of his 
that I had read. In addition, I had read Rudyard Kipling's India Great Road book 
Kim a number of times. 
Catch-22. I had first attempted Joseph Heller's masterpiece when I was in 
seventh grade, but it was far beyond what I could then manage. Now, I had read it 
and re-read it and was in love with it. On the other hand, though I admired it, I 
knew I would never return to Truman Capote's In Cold Blood. I don't think I had 
the emotional depth needed for handling it. That wasn't true of Dr. Zhivago, how-
ever. I would read Boris Pasternak's novel three or four more times over the next 
few years. 
Because Philip K. Dick continued as a favorite of mine for decades (and still 
is), I am not sure what books of his I had read by November 1967. However, it had 
to have been a lot of them, for I do know that I was quite familiar with him by the 
time I read "Faith of Our Fathers." I had read a lot of Isaac Asimov, Bester (I 
Loved The Demolished Man) and many of the other older science-fiction authors, 
and Robert Heinlein, about whom I felt conflicting emotions. Though I had en-
joyed Stranger in a Strange Land, I recognized in it ideas of the sort that had led 
to the failures of Quaker movements toward community—and much else of 
Heinlein left me cold. Frank Herbert's Dune had enthralled me, but I put it down 
when finished and did not want more. Of the newer writers, Roger Zelazny was 
my favorite; his new Lord of Light thrilled me with memories of the Eastern reli-
gions I had encountered in Thailand. 
***** 
Books. In those days, they really were treasures. Those of us of a certain age 
who early on became addicted to their charms remember our first library cards, the 
first time we were allowed in the adult section, carefully selecting volumes for the 
week and carrying them back for a new load. We struggled to reach the next level 
with each book harder than the last one. Later, when we could build our personal 
libraries at home, each volume became a prized possession. 
Beyond that, beyond the physical aspect of a book, its heft and the pleasant 
feel of turning a page, was the act of reading itself. Half the joy of it, for a young 
person, was the struggle. The other half was the success of completion. Each new 
conquered book was another step toward growing up. 
And that was just the frosting. The cake was exquisite, the pleasure of the 
reading itself. 
The reason I know so much about what I was reading at that time is simple: 
as time passed, I carried my library with me, hauling it along for several dec-
ades—longer. True, when I lived in Africa, the books were stored, but I always 
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planned on coming back to them. Even now, when I close my eyes, I can see the 
tattered covers of paperbacks I first bought in 1965. They are gone now, most of 
them; as one starts to see retirement looming, physical possessions begin to seem 
more encumbrance than asset and I have been gradually parting with them. Also, I 
now have access to books in ways that weren't imaginable half a century ago. 
Though a completely different thing, at this point in my life an electronic library 
has advantages over the physical. 
At the time we lived in Holland, however, my books were what defined the 
space I lived in. At boarding school and in Thailand, I had been removed from the 
ones I had collected in early childhood and those were now gone completely. A 
new collection had started at Arthur Morgan School, including Alan Paton's Cry 
the Beloved Country, Congo Kitabu by Jean-Pierre Hallet and Anthony Smith's 
Jambo: African Balloon Safari. In Holland, these no longer interested me as they 
once had, but I held onto them. 
During the summer before we moved to Holland, I accompanied my father 
on a day trip from Ft. Wayne, Indiana, where the family had moved while I was at 
AMS, to Bloomington. There, while he was in a meeting on the University of In-
diana campus and because I had twenty dollars burning a hole in my pocket, I 
spent an hour or so in the university bookstore. That's where I first found Pynchon, 
quite by accident. I think I ended up with five paperbacks and some change from 
my twenty. Those books were the start of my adult library and, probably, the first 
signs of any sort of real life of the mind. 
Willing to try almost anything, I read lots of works that I have either forgot-
ten or deliberately avoided since, such as E. R. Eddison's The Worm Ouroboros. 
Ernest Hemingway was a favorite at the time, but I never did find him as satisfy-
ing as Orwell, say, or Pynchon. I liked his short stories well enough, and those of 
F. Scott Fitzgerald. Coming to the at the end of a declining passion for those of O. 
Henry, they balanced my passion for the thousand-page tome. 
Perhaps it's simply nostalgia for a different time with a set of possibilities 
limited by the particular technologies of the time, but I do miss, today, the special 
attraction of the physical book even though I have reconciled myself to the elec-
tronic. For years, I went nowhere without one—or two, or five or six. Even today, 
along with my tablet computer, I almost always have a print book with me. 
I've heard the tale that someone asked, on viewing Susan Sontag's 60,000-
book library, if she had read them all. It would take more than a lifetime even at a 
book a day (over 160 years) to do so but, apparently, she sniffed and replied, "Of 
course." The idea that there was so much out there waiting for me to discover it 
always thrilled me—as I am sure it did Sontag. We grasped for as much as we 
could—who cared if it were more than we could ingest? The actual numbers didn't 
matter. 
The world of books was wonderful because it was vast. 
It still is. 
 
In these early posts, I was trying to feel my way toward providing a frame-
work for the actual year 1968, one giving background on me and on the time—
culturally speaking. This proved a little difficult and somewhat disconcerting for, 
though I was not an unusual child, I was lucky in circumstance; though I had al-
ready experienced an unusual life, that had not been of my doing. It was an unu-
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sual time, and unusual times produce unusual experiences. I benefitted from those, 
but they are nothing to brag about, and my posts too often seemed too close to 
braggadocio.  
I was the vehicle for these posts, but not the purpose. Sometimes, that was 




November 11, 1967: Remembering and Respecting 
 
In many ways, my father cut his children off from the military past of our 
family. He wanted to start a new tradition, one that did not include the glorifica-
tion of war of the sort he had grown up with. Appropriately enough, his own mili-
tary record seems to have been among those destroyed in the National Personnel 
Records Center fire in Overland, Missouri in 1973. The fire consumed some six-
teen million files of soldiers who served in World War I, World War II and Korea. 
My grandfather’s file may have been lost there, too, but I know much more about 
his service through the letters and clippings his mother saved and that came down 
to me when his wife died in the 1980s. 
I’ve had to piece together, over the years, information about my great-
grandfather in the Civil War and his great-grandfather in the Revolution. Though 
I am named for that early one, I did not even know that a diary of his from 1775 
exists in New York State archives. His younger brother served as a chaplain at 
West Point during the last years of that war and later became only the second U.S. 
diplomat to perish in service to his country, dying in Poland in December 1812 
while trying to reach Napoleon during the retreat from Moscow. 
 
When I was very young, I thought that my father, a veteran of the Second 
World War who had fought in the Pacific Theater, was referring to an island called 
"Lady" when he spoke of "Leyte." He never explained or talked about it much at 
all; what I learned, I only got peripherally, in rare references, and often by listen-
ing in on conversations not meant for me. Only later did I understand why he was 
so quiet about it; only then, also, did I connect his battle with the return of General 
MacArthur to the Philippines and the tough fighting that ensued; only years after 
that did I come to discover why he hated MacArthur with such a boisterous loath-
ing. 
If I had thought anything about it before, I probably thought his feelings were 
simply political. 
What I finally pieced together was that my father, a fighter-control corporal 
in the Army Air Corps, had landed on Leyte Island quite early in the campaign 
(and was still there on November 11, 1944—and for a good while after). His unit's 
first task, I eventually discovered, had been to secure a level area, clear it, build a 
control tower and lay down an airstrip. This, I learned, was quite a bit more diffi-
cult than it might seem, for the Japanese soldiers defending the island had no de-
sire to quit or to leave. The fighting that resulted was gruesome and often unex-
pected, hidden enemies descending on unsuspecting GIs with grenades and rifle 
fire even days after an area had been declared "safe." It was a maddening, frighten-
ing, frustrating time and my father didn't like to talk about it. 
"What did you do in the war, Daddy?" Though that question had become the 
title of a film comedy the year before, it had been real to us baby-boomers long 
before that. Most of us had asked it. I am sure I had. And many had learned as 
little as I had. The question resonated in part because it was so rarely answered. 
My father never considered himself part of any 'greatest generation.' He had 
simply done as he was told—and had hated it. Yet, even though he didn't like to 
discuss it, it was seared into him. 
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All of the boys in his Brecksville, Ohio high-school class, when they gradu-
ated in the spring of 1942, went down to join the Marine Corps. All but one were 
rejected. My father worked in a steel mill, waiting to be drafted—and he was, to-
ward the later part of the year. He was almost 19 years old. 
After the war, when he was in college, my father was riding a bicycle down 
an Oberlin, Ohio street when he was hit by a car. According to witnesses, he was 
flipped up into the air. All he remembered was that he landed on his feet, people 
looking at him strangely. He was in a crouch, his arms before him as if holding an 
M1 rifle at the ready. 
Though he participated in war as much as the others around him, my father 
came to hate what he was doing; he developed in combat the antiwar attitude that 
would eventually lead him to join the Quakers when he was in graduate school and 
that stayed with him the rest of his life. 
Many years later, he finally did explain to me part of his feelings about 
MacArthur: after he had been on Leyte a week or so, my father saw a picture in a 
paper of MacArthur landing on Leyte with the story seeming to indicate it had 
been taken on the first day of the invasion. My father knew it hadn't been; he felt 
that MacArthur was stealing glory from his troops. 
Because of his own upbringing, my father cared a great deal about how 
American soldiers were presented. His own father, a lieutenant in the Buckeye 
Division in WWI, had lost a leg, injured during the Meuse-Argonne fighting just 
eight days before the Armistice that this day, Veteran's Day, commemorates. 
My grandfather's entire career was dedicated to veterans. He became a law-
yer to fight for their rights and worked for the Veteran's Administration almost 
from the day it was founded, keeping his office door open, saying it had to be, for 
the veterans. Unlike my father, he loved to talk about his service, especially with 
other veterans. His father had fought in the Civil War as a corporal in the Ohio 
Volunteer Infantry, serving under Phil Sheridan in the campaigns in the Shenan-
doah Valley, among other things. His great-great-grandfather had fought the Brit-
ish in the American Revolution, dying with the (mostly) honorary rank of colonel 
in 1800. 
My father always made sure that, though his wife and three sons had become 
as antiwar as he was, none of us ever became anti-soldier. To us, the idea that we 
could be was absurd. We resented the possibility whenever it was raised, as it still 
is, often, by scoundrels who falsely equate antipathy for war with hate for the sol-
diers. (They do this, of course, to deflect from their perfidious support for uncon-
scionable military action, not from any care for the soldiers themselves.) 
One of the contemporary legends about the Vietnam War is that the protest-
ers hated the troops as much as the war, a legend created and kept alive by just 
such unscrupulous rightwing activists, not by fact. While there may have been an 
anti-soldier incident here or there (and any that might have happened have been 
over-blown), I never saw such an attitude within the antiwar movement at the time 
(and I would be heavily involved with that movement until after the Kent State 
killings) and never even heard of it within any of our discussions. If anything, we 
expected that the soldiers agreed with us. Hell, many of our leaders were veterans. 
***** 
Sometime this month in 1967, Country Joe & the Fish released their second 
album, I-Feel-Like-I'm-Fixin'-to-Die. The title song was already an anthem of the 
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antiwar movement; its reach would now extend much farther—even to Vietnam 
itself where it soon became a favorite of the American soldiers; they recognized 
their own situations in the lyrics (McDonald was himself a veteran, having served 
a 3-year stint in the Navy): 
Be the first one on your block 
To have your boy come home in a box. 
Though I don't remember when I bought the album, I suspect it was when it 
was fresh on the shelves. I loved it, for the title song showed the war, I thought, in 
its true colors, making it out to be a cynical attempt to increase power and make 
money. 
***** 
On this day, one of the above-the-fold headlines in The New York Times was 
"Johnson Appeals for Unity on War; Reproves Critics." The story starts: 
President Johnson swept across the continent today delivering an emo-
tional tribute to the fighting men in Vietnam, a plea for national unity, 
and an oblique but unmistakable criticism of those "who debate [the war] 
from the comfort of some distant sidelines." 
That must have infuriated my father, who hated Johnson, by this point, every 
bit as much as he had MacArthur. He knew that Johnson hadn't really served in 
war at all, certainly not at the GI level where there really was no comfort. This was 
only twenty-three years, after all, from the time where he had been in the mud of 
the middle of combat. 
My parents had cheerfully voted for Johnson just three years earlier. Their at-
titude toward him had reversed itself completely. We kids followed their example. 
***** 
Another article in The Times this day told of the release of three American 
prisoners to antiwar activist Tom Hayden in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. We knew 
something of Hayden, for he had traveled to Hanoi in 1965 with my parents' friend 
Staughton Lynd. Though Lynd had an influence on me in the Atlanta Quaker 
meeting (he was a substitute first-day school teacher once and made a remark 
about the purposes of ships of war that has stayed with me since, though he told 
me a few years ago he does not remember it; beauty, essentially, does not justify 
the ships) but his family had a greater one on my youngest brother, Michael. 
Michael couldn't have been more than three or four when, leaning out a sec-
ond-floor window of the meeting house next to one of the Lynd children, he sud-
denly realized the boy was no longer next to him. He had fallen, landing on his 
head on the basement steps below. Fortunately, he survived, though he had years 
of difficulty. The accident was quite traumatic. 
What Lynd and Hayden and so many of the other Americans (including Jane 
Fonda) who went to North Vietnam while it was still possible were trying to show 
was that none of the Vietnamese needed to be our enemies. Central to the antiwar 
movement of the time was the idea that we shouldn't make such simplistic divides 
as ally and foe. It was the war that was wrong, not the warriors on either side. The 
leaders weren't even necessarily hateful or to be hated, not even Johnson and 
McNamara, simply misguided or somehow deluded. Any hatred of them was not 
to be of their persons but of their actions. 
"Make Love, Not War." That may seem like a naïve slogan today, but it was-
n't, not in 1967. We really did believe that concerted human action toward com-
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passion and understanding could change the world. There were, in our view, no 
dichotomies, no "good people" versus "bad people," just people. All that was 
called for was understanding. When they got back from North Vietnam, Lynd and 
Hayden wrote a book called The Other Side in an attempt to stop Americans from 
viewing North Vietnamese as faceless "enemies." I had a copy. 
Unfortunately, Lynd and Hayden, like Jane Fonda some years later (and she 
would marry Hayden soon after), were inept propagandists. They didn't recognize 
how easily they could be made out to look like traitors and had no real strategy for 
dealing with that. Fonda let herself be photographed in a military helmet in an 
anti-aircraft position, earning the sobriquet 'Hanoi Jane.' These three, like the rest 
of us in the antiwar movement, were advocates for peace, not for the North Viet-
namese. We wanted to make Americans see the 'enemy' not as 'gooks' but as peo-
ple. In Fonda's case, in particular, the attempt backfired spectacularly. 
My father, though, remained focused on this task, on seeing all humans as 
just that, as humans, one and the same. He remembered the hatred for the Japanese 
he had felt—and overcome—on Leyte. Once, and only once (and when he was 
very drunk, not a common occurrence for him), he told me of an incident where a 
Japanese soldier had surrendered to him and another American. The other Ameri-
can started battering the now-unarmed Japanese man with the butt of his rifle and 
would have beaten him to death. My father's pleas for him to stop went unheed-
ed—until he turned his own weapon on his comrade, telling him he would shoot 
him if he didn't stop. What horrified him, he told me, was that he would have. 
"Make Love, Not War." There really were reasons for believing in it. The 
phrase, again, may seem trite to us today, but it arose out of real understanding of 
the insanity of war on the part of sixteen million American veterans, an under-
standing passed down to their children—even though many of those veterans nev-
er really talked about their experiences. 
Today, veterans with combat experience are fewer and farther between. Vet-
erans, in fact, are not at all that common, certainly not as compared to when I was 
growing up. Most all of my father’s friends were veterans, as were the fathers of 
my playmates. Missing limbs from the war were commonplace and the community 
of those who had served was quite real—just as it had been for my grandfather's 
WWI generation. Today, with a smaller and volunteer army, that community is 
harder to find and more difficult to establish—as it was during and after Vietnam 
(even though there was a draft), when the problem was made worse by the fact of 
having served in an extremely unpopular war and exacerbated by those who false-
ly told the returning soldiers that people would hate them. 
I had a friend years later (around 1974) who had served two tours as a side-
door gunner in the Air Cav in Vietnam. He was one of the loneliest people I ever 
knew—he used to show me photo albums from Vietnam, pointing out pictures of 
boys who soon died. Like me (at the time), he was a drunk and not averse to dip-
ping into drug use; we got on well. Last I heard of him, he was living in a van out-
side of a VA hospital in Los Angeles. As a nation, we did not serve him well. 
One of my grandfather's legacies is strong family support for the VA. It has 
pained us all to see veterans poorly served—even when we've opposed the wars 
they fought in. As a nation, we shouldn't fetishize service (as sometimes seems to 
happen today) or raise veterans to an exalted status, but we need to respect them, 
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at the very least, and recognize them and provide them the support they need—
which is, after all, all they ask (even if it is sometimes less than they deserve). 
***** 
Though I would never take anything away from veterans, there are plenty of 
other Americans whose service should also be noted, who should also be thanked. 
These include the police, who were cordially hated by many of us antiwar cam-
paigners (and who hated us; the division here was much greater than that between 
soldiers and civilians), firefighters, and government workers of many sorts. It also 
should include Returned Peace Corps Volunteers (of whom I am one) and the 
community organizers so disparaged during Barack Obama's two presidential 
campaigns (disparaged by his opponents, that is—for he had been one). When we 
remember our veterans today, we should also spare a thought for these others—
and the many more—who also make our country possible and who also make it 
great. 
 
Since posting this, I’ve learned a little more about that Vietnam vet I men-
tioned, that friend of mine. Sometime in the late 1970s, for reasons unclear in 
newspaper articles about the incident, he attempted to hijack an airplane in Madi-
son, Wisconsin, claiming he had a bomb with him. He did not, and eventually sur-
rendered to police.  
We did not provide our veterans the support they needed then and do not, 
now. The fault for that doesn’t lie with the people who oppose U.S. wars but with 






November 20, 1967: The Printed Word 
 
Newspaper reporters used to like to claim ‘ink in their veins’ as a way of in-
dicating devotion to their craft. But it was the printers they relied upon (once one 
and the same as the reporters and editors, but that had long died out by the twen-
tieth century) who could more accurately make that boast. Few reporters since the 
Civil War have ever used an ink knife to spread this ‘blood’ across a flat, metal 
plate for the rollers to pick up evenly or would recognize a tube of it. Letterpress 
printing, once a trade, is now an art, and one practiced only by a few. 
When I was in graduate school at the University of Iowa, I got to know (just 
a little) Kim Merker, the founder and operator of the Windhover Press. I was 
shocked at the difference in the way he handled lead type, among other things, 
stacking each piece head up in the job case on distribution and generally discard-
ing pied type rather than reusing it. Lead, after all, is soft, and he did not want to 
use even slightly damaged type. I had been raised to use everything as long as 
possible. The Windhover books were, and are, works of art of a sort I had never 
associated with the trade I had learned. I found quickly that I was not suited for 
the type of production care that Windhover demanded, so helped out in the shop 
only once or twice. 
 
There has rarely been anything quite so satisfying for me as the sight of a 
freshly printed page, especially one that I've been responsible for. The glistening 
ink quickly fading into the paper, the various smells combining into one, the new-
ness and the affirmation of the words themselves: these made worthwhile the 
sometimes-tedious process leading up to that moment, a process of setting the 
type, locking it into a chase, proofreading the page, and any number of related 
activities. 
I also loved the feel of the printer's apron tied around my waist, a printer's 
gauge in its special pocket, tweezers, pencils and rags in others. I liked the feel of 
the composing stick in my left hand, my thumb pressing on the incomplete line of 
type, the sight of the California job case in front of me, the heft of the chase, the 
oily surfaces of the furniture (small pieces of wood, in this particular, and not 
couches) and the way quoins and key meshed as I tightened everything then stuck 
the key under a corner, lifting the whole slightly enough so I could press on the 
type to see if any of the lines were loose. 
I always felt a bit sad when washing up, cleaning the lead dust from my fin-
gers. When going back to a world not so economical or steady. 
Since Ernest Morgan first put a composing stick into my hand and set me to 
work back at Arthur Morgan School, I have been fascinated by the printing of the 
word—in all its aspects. The little platen press I first used at AMS to print names 
on bookplates (Ernest ran a company called the Antioch Bookplate Company) was 
soon replaced by a much larger Chandler & Price letterpress, a fascinating ma-
chine of a sort I would use even up to 1980, when I was teaching printing at an 
Iowa boarding school. I loved both presses, particularly the larger, which became 
my preferred press for any activity—except teaching (more on that below). 
Ernest was also an author, having written a short guide called A Manual of 
Simple Burial (among other things). We did not print it at the school, but we some-
times did collate the pages, staple-bind them and trim the edges. For the first time, 
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doing that, I saw that there was a side to reading, and that wasn't just the printing 
which already fascinated me; it was the writing. Though I didn't imagine I could 
ever be a writer, the whole began to take shape as a continuum, and I grew to love 
every aspect of it even more—even as it evolved into the digital possibilities we 
make use of fifty years later on. 
An aside: Continuum exists everywhere if we but look: Using Ernest's book, 
I helped build a casket at AMS and bury a man who had died of a heart attack; 25 
years later, I would run a cemetery for a few months, thinking back to Ernest every 
time I put another urn of ashes into the ground or arranged for a full-body inter-
ment. Connections, even if chance, make our narratives. 
My new-found love of printing the word eventually grew to include typing. 
My father had bought a Hermes portable typewriter to take with him to Thailand 
for the year we lived there. The summer before we moved to Holland, Michigan, 
while the family was still in Ft. Wayne, Indiana and I had finished my 9th-grade 
year at AMS, I took typing at the local high school—where I think I was the only 
boy in the class. I had wanted to take it, very badly. At the end of the summer, my 
father gave me the old Hermes, having bought a new one for himself (I still have 
that newer one). From that point on, I rarely wrote anything but typed instead. My 
cursive has never been legible anyhow, and my block print isn't much more so. 
The typewriters I learned on were not electric. Well, most of them were not. 
There were a few in the classroom, but we were expected to do most of our work 
on the manuals. One of the forgotten arts of typing lies in adjusting finger pressure 
on the keys, depending on the model of the machine and how recently it had been 
cleaned. A good typist could adapt quickly to each particular model (they all had 
slightly different feels); adjusting to an electric was easy, once you got the hang of 
the light touch. Going the other way was not—which is why we were started out 
on the manual machines. 
At Holland High, the print shop was quite good. In addition to an older 
Chandler & Price platen press or two, there was a Kluge with an auto-feeder and a 
number of AB Dick and Multilith offset presses—along with an excellent dark-
room for making the negatives used for burning the offset plates. 
The teacher, a bitter man with one leg, didn't really see much need to teach 
us, spending his time sitting at his desk and allowing us to teach each other (all 
levels of students were working at the same time). He would give assignments and 
judge the work we produced and that was about it. 
I wanted to work simply with the letterpresses. They were what I knew, and I 
enjoyed setting type and everything else about the process. But we also had actual 
jobs to do for the school that required use of the photo-offset equipment. So, I had 
to learn offset processes. 
For some reason, I never equated any of what I was learning with photog-
raphy but, when I first set up my own darkroom over a decade later, I discovered 
that I knew a great deal more than I thought I did. One of the things I liked best 
was working directly with the large negatives, cutting into the emulsion to create 
lines and blacking out lines where they should not be, simple actions, but satisfy-
ing. 
The offset press I used most often was an early Multilith 1250 whose rollers 
had been meant for an 1100. That meant watching over it with a sponge to wet the 
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edges of the metal plate that held the impression. Otherwise I'd end up with streaks 
down the sides of the finished product. 
Looking back, it amazes me that our teacher was so hands-off. When I taught 
printing to high-school students many years later, I rejected the big Chandler & 
Price press the school already had as too dangerous. It had been used in a large 
print shop and had none of the even rudimentary safety devices present on the sim-
ilar presses I had long used. That is, it had no clutch, no simple speed control, and 
no guard to push errant hands from between type and platen. Instead of allowing 
students to work machinery that could easily have smashed a limb, I scoured Iowa 
towns for a used proof press, eventually buying a Vandercook that I felt comforta-
ble using in the classroom. 
At Holland High, our C&P presses were outfitted better for safety than that 
one I had access to later, but there was plenty of room for accident in the shop. We 
had a large electric paper cutter, for example. Though it took two hands on handles 
for the blade to come down (with enough force to cut off one of those hands, easi-
ly), one hand could be replaced by a knee, putting the operator at risk. 
If I remember correctly, Graphic Arts met for two-hour sessions four or five 
days a week. It might have met a little less often, but it needed the long sessions if 
for no other reason than cleanup. The other students were a collection of the chil-
dren of Mexicans who had settled in the area and kids from the wrong side of the 
tracks. All were boys; the idea of a girl in the shop would have flummoxed admin-
istrators even more than when I had insisted on taking the course, something un-
heard of for someone tracked college-prep. 
The Industrial Arts building sat by the student parking lot. Some of my print-
ing classmates would sneak out there to sit in their cars—generally old jalopies, 
not the spanking new vehicles of the college-prep kids—and surreptitiously smoke 
cigarettes. I may have first inhaled tobacco there, probably coughing to the 
amusement of my fellows. 
At that point, I really did not have any desire to be a writer. I didn't feel I had 
any talent for it and dreamed of being something much more glamorous, a rock 
star, perhaps. What I did have, however, was a love of reading and a love of the 
printing process. The idea of taking a manuscript through typesetting, printing and 
binding was glorious. There was something absolutely spectacular is seeing the 
messy and annotated handwritten or typed words turn into proofs, themselves soon 
corrected until one that seemed flawless (there is always errata, no matter the care) 
became a printed page that, collated and folded and trimmed, became part of a 
newspaper, magazine or book. 
Letters, words, sentences and paragraphs began to take on a physical reso-
nance they never could have gained had I continued simply to write on paper, nev-
er exploring the details of the heritage of Gutenberg. An "e" was no longer simply 
a letter but the most common one in the largest box in the California job case. It 
looked slightly different from the "e"s of other fonts but that could be hard to see 
when one is composing. To help the compositor, each piece of lead type has a nick 
or two or even three down the long side below the letter. After composing a line, 
just before justifying it, one looks down at those nicks, making sure they all lined 




Justifying a line required use of a range of possible spaces, from the standard 
3-em space (one third of an em square) to and en quad (half as wide as tall) to that 
em square (as wide as tall). The most space one would use between words was an 
en quad, though an em square could be used after a period. Different letters at the 
starts and ends of words called for different spacing (different, too, for different 
fonts) and it was always something of a puzzle to be worked out, where to add 
space and where to lessen it to keep the look consistent. In addition to the main 
spacing pieces, there were thinner lead spaces and brass and copper 'hair spaces' 
that could be used to get the tightness of the line just so. All lines locked into a 
chase needed to be of exactly the same tightness, or the whole would be in danger 
of falling apart. A compositor could spend as much time justifying a line as setting 
the type into the composing stick. 
The intimacy with the building blocks of the written/printed word one gains 
through this process provides an appreciation, strangely enough, of the technolo-
gies that have followed, an understanding of just what we have gained as this one 
industry has progressed—and of what we have lost. Were it not for my years in 
print shops, I would never have bothered to learn the intricacies of Mimeograph 
machines (let alone buy an old one of my own, later, and make use of it) or of light 
tables and blue-line paper for some newspaper and magazine layout, of Chartpak 
headline transfers (and their spacing) and, finally, of computer word-processing, 
something I began to do around 1981. I have loved exploring each and in different 
ways as the twisting string of my life has made its way through them. 
Happy families, as Tolstoy claims, may be alike, but lucky kids are lucky 
each in their own way. My greatest luck, perhaps, was early introduction to the 
craft of the printed word, for it has shaped many of my activities since. Though I 
have sometimes turned elsewhere, I have always returned to writing, reading and 
editing, skills I unknowingly began to hone that first time I set my own name in 
type then pulled the lever to press it, though it was only on a bookplate (the first 
task Ernest had set for me). For another, this would have been tedious, a mere 
chore; for me, it was as exciting as reading The Arabian Nights. The luck of that, 
atop all of the other luck I've had, still makes me sometimes feel self-conscious. 
 
Not everyone gets to find something they love to do, lose it to changing tech-
nology, then find something related that has even greater possibility. That has 
been the story of my life with the written word.  
I doubt I would have gone to college had not demand for letterpress printers 
collapsed. There was no future in it, and I had no plan B. So, college, in those 
days the fallback for every young dreamer, was my fate. College led me into jour-
nalism, which I found was a career I did not want to follow—but that led me into 
more reading and then graduate school, where all I really wanted was to become 
an even better reader. And graduate school eventually led me to dabble again in 
journalism and to write about it—and that led me to involvement in editing. 
My luck has been to experience almost every aspect possible of the written 
word in English. I could hardly ask for more, though I have had, most fortunately, 




November 30, 1967: McCarthy to the Rescue? 
 
Though there were a number of antiwar senators and even a few House 
members, there was no real national leader of the antiwar movement within the 
political establishment as 1967 was coming to an end. To this time, the antiwar 
movement really had been grassroots, the pressure on politicians coming from 
below. At this time, what came to be called ‘AstroTurf’ movements (those created 
through surreptitious funding by the very rich) didn’t really exist. The sentiments 
of the protesters were not whipped up but were real, coming from knowledge and 
concern and not from appeal to bias. 
Few in the movement really trusted leaders of any sort, especially since both 
political parties seemed committed to the war. It was going to take rather extraor-
dinary leadership to change that, as we would see when two of the three who 
could provide it were assassinated and the third prove unable to quite reach that 
level (perhaps through no fault of his own) over the coming year—though he did 
get off to a great start. 
 
Eugene McCarthy? I doubt I could have told you who he was earlier in No-
vember, perhaps even on November 29th. Yet, today in 1967, he became my hero. 
Not that he'd really done anything special—aside from being a senator from 
Minnesota—but by saying he was going to challenge President Lyndon Baines 
Johnson in a number of upcoming primaries—it wasn't even clear how many—he 
made himself our hero. Not just mine, but that of thousands of antiwar activists 
across the country. 
That he, who had a high enough profile to draw press attention, was willing 
to challenge a president of his own party, a president who we believed had gone 
way too far in waging a new unnecessary war on the opposite side of the world, 
was enough. In McCarthy, we now had someone who could rally us.  
We antiwar folk, still very much in the minority nation-wide, finally had our 
Henry V, someone to encourage us as we made our way onward, who could keep 
us together when the odds against us were daunting: 
We few, we happy few, we band of brothers; 
For he to-day that sheds his blood with me 
Shall be my brother; be he ne'er so vile, 
This day shall gentle his condition. 
It was that big, to us. We believed; we felt that, now, we could all come to-
gether and bring the rest of the country in with us. We had been a movement be-
fore—now we had a banner carrier, too. 
The anti-war movement had plenty of organizers and a few high-profile 
spokespeople. But, until McCarthy, it had no real central figure to coalesce 
around. McCarthy quickly took up that role, gaining for us new adherents even as 
soon as his November 30, 1967 announcement. 
What had he done? He had simply said he was entering four (or was it five?) 
of the thirteen scheduled primaries that would help determine the Democratic Par-
ty's presidential nomination. That was enough. 
The idea wasn't to win the election. McCarthy knew he had little chance of 
that—as did we, who so quickly came to support him. This was not a time when a 
populist uprising could overwhelm a political party. The bosses were in control 
 
38 
and LBJ controlled the bosses. But public perception still meant a great deal and 
nomination, as Johnson clearly knew, did not guarantee success in the fall election. 
That was our lever. None of us liked Nixon who, we knew even then, was the 
probable Republican nominee, but we felt that, by threatening Johnson's chances, 
we could get LBJ to change course in Vietnam. 
The importance of McCarthy to those of us on the left is hard to comprehend 
today. Politics is quite different now—a difference quickly to come, in 1967, but 
not quite upon us as yet, not even at the end of the year. McCarthy represented the 
possibility of using the American system successfully for change, of operating 
within it not to defeat it but to change it. We on the left were feeling we were com-
ing off major legislative victories, ones sparked by activities outside of the system 
but only successful through activity within. The most major of those successes, of 
course, were in Civil Rights and LBJ had had a lot to do with them. We were new-
ly disgusted with him and angry with him, but he was not our enemy. We really 
did think a combination of pressure and persuasion could work. 
Nothing today carries resonance of that movement. Not even the Bernie 
Sanders campaign in his 2016 quest for the Democratic nomination had quite the 
same impact as that of the people behind McCarthy. McCarthy may have seemed 
to come out of nowhere, but he stepped into a movement already quite active. 
Even so, he was a real Don Quixote figure, tilting at the windmill of LBJ, a sitting 
president, much as we all had been doing, but with so much greater stature. He 
hadn't a chance in hell, but that didn't matter. As I said, we weren't out to win so 
much as to convince—something that does not appear to have been true of the 
Sanders movement. Something that would never be true either, unfortunately, of 
Bobby Kennedy and his supporters. Political realists, they wanted first to win. 
They saw the future of politics more clearly than we did. Kennedy, for all of 
the current nostalgia for him, saw political machinations (not adherence to ethical 
standards) as paramount—much as Alabama governor Kay Ivey does today when 
she backs Roy Moore. With McCarthy, though, we hadn't yet joined in the act of 
pushing morality out of the car. 
The possibilities of changing one's mind and of compromise still existed to 
most of us involved in American politics in 1967 (and Sanders himself, to give 
him his due). We had all taken our Civics lessons to heart and believed in a sort of 
deliberation that included listening and considering—and compromise (not Sand-
ers’ forte). McCarthy symbolized the fact that we in the antiwar movement now 
had the ears of at least some national politicians turning toward us. We could speak 
and be heard and could make a difference. 
Ah, but by the standards of the world fifty years on, we were soooo naïve! 
Why convince, when you can smash your way to victory? Even if your methods 
are a little unorthodox or even illegal? Remember, not even Nixon's shenanigans 
were yet known—and most lay in the future.  
What did matter then was a show of strength. By getting behind McCarthy as 
a group, we could prove that the anti-war forces were not composed of a few mal-
contents on the outskirts of American society. We could prove that we needed to 
be listened to, even by the White House. We could show we were a force to be 
reckoned with. Again, we could be heard and, again, that's just what we wanted. 
If people would only listen, we felt, we could convince them. Or, at least, 
could work with them. 
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Even more important strategically, though few of us thought about this at the 
time, we could also find each other. With our buttons and stickers promoting 
McCarthy, we could continue building our movement within a framework recog-
nized by every American, even if they did not like our particular candidate. 
***** 
At the same time, we all knew that, though McCarthy was our spokesperson, 
he wasn't really our leader. Yes, people talked of "clean for Gene," of college stu-
dents cutting their hair and dressing more conventionally, but it wasn't for Gene. 
Yes, he was our standard-bearer, but he was not someone we fell in behind on the 
strength of his personality. He looked like a straight, middle-aged man in a suit 
over suspenders, not like someone who would strike the imagination of the new 
counterculture with its 'don't trust anyone over 30' catchphrase. He had neither the 
charisma, the know-how, nor the money of, say, the Kennedy organization. 
Seeing the weaknesses of McCarthy as a political candidate (something we, 
his supporters, were unable or unwilling to do—or we actually believed they were 
assets), Bobby Kennedy, of course, would soon try to galvanize voters in a way 
that McCarthy couldn't, combining his own charismatic qualities with memories of 
his brother—and he would help drive LBJ from the race. But that would come 
later. 
McCarthy, again, was something different. 
At least, many of us who supported him, who worked for his campaign, felt 
so—and that was part of why we supported him. We had been looking for a 
McCarthy; I don't think he was looking for us. We wanted someone like that to be 
our champion, someone who believed as we did instead of someone trying to get 
us to believe in his cause or campaign. Someone we could trust, someone we 
could enthusiastically make the focus of our movement—not vice versa. 
The leaders of the antiwar movement, though many of them fine people, 
weren't much in the way of leaders. Daniel and Philip Berrigan, who had come to 
attention a month earlier for an action at the Baltimore Customs House, were 
clearly principled, but they wanted to lead simply by example and by actions that 
most could not (or would not, really) emulate. Martin Luther King, Jr. had (reluc-
tantly, it seemed to us, for his cause was another—and we certainly respected that) 
come out against the war earlier in the year, but his ways weren't those of electoral 
politics any more than the Berrigans' were. We needed to believe, right then, that, 
even if we couldn't throw the bums out, we could make them listen to people of 
integrity within the halls of government. McCarthy seemed to have that integrity 
(unfortunately, most of us who supported him would never be so sure about Ken-
nedy). 
For those of us who had been against the war for some time, the idea of find-
ing a legitimate politician to carry our banner had long been remote, a far-off pos-
sibility. Suddenly we actually had that someone, and it changed our attitudes 
quickly. Before, we had been pessimistic, protesting out of necessity and not out 
of hope of succeeding. Now, it seemed, success was possible—even as the war 
seemed to be exploding into greater conflict. 
Even McCarthy's announcement, which was rather a mess in traditional polit-
ical terms, made us more comfortable with him. The New York Times called his "a 
bantering, low-key news conference" in which he "never actually declared himself 
a candidate for President." Unlike the Kennedys, who choreographed everything, 
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and unlike LBJ, who always appeared to be pulling unseen strings, McCarthy 
seemed more interested in the cause than in personal political success. He even 
said, "that it would not disturb him if his campaign against Mr. Johnson in the 
primaries resulted in making Senator Robert F. Kennedy of New York the Demo-
cratic candidate next year." 
That would have disturbed us, his supporters, but that would prove to be a 
story for a later day. 
According to the Times, McCarthy issued a statement that included the fol-
lowing: 
My decision to challenge the President's position and the Admin-
istration position has been strengthened by recent announcements out of 
the Administration, the evident intention to escalate and to intensify the 
war in Vietnam and on the other hand the absence of any positive indica-
tion or suggestion for a compromise or for a negotiated political settle-
ment.... 
I am hopeful that this challenge which I am making, which I hope 
will be supported by other members of the Senate and other politicians, 
may alleviate at least in some degree this sense of political helplessness 
and restore to many people a belief in the processes of American politics 
and of American government. 
It was this last, I think, which resonated most with those of us in the antiwar 
movement. We still believed in the United States but were feeling sorely tried in 
our attempts to find hope in its politics. 
As I have tried to make clear, McCarthy never really was our leader but our 
representative—in the best sense of the word, in the idealistic vision of what poli-
ticians should be. His beliefs didn't need to mesh perfectly with ours, but we were 
all certainly on the same side—and that was what mattered. Finally, we had a ma-
jor politician on our side. 
Nobody felt manipulated by McCarthy, as we did feel we were by everyone 
else in politics, be it LBJ, Bobby Kennedy, or Richard Nixon, for that matter. The 
honest people—the Berrigans, Martin Luther King, Jr., William Sloane Coffin—
they didn't want to run for office. And who could blame them? 
***** 
The difference between McCarthy of 1968 and Sanders of 2016 is that 
McCarthy stepped in to wave the baton for a movement already marching. Sanders 
tried, on the other hand, to create a movement around his persona, a much more 
difficult task—especially for someone without the charisma of a Ronald Reagan or 
Jack Kennedy. Though both were struggling against the powers of the Democratic 
Party, McCarthy had a constituency ready for him at all levels of the party (even 
some of those LBJ controlled were uncomfortable with the war)—until Bobby 
Kennedy stepped in, at least—and a clarifying issue in the Vietnam War. Sanders, 
on the other hand, had little support within the upper reaches of the party and di-
vided support among the base—and no clear-cut issue for aligning with his sup-
porters. 'Gene' became a shorthand for antiwar sentiments; 'Bernie' was more a 
sign of fandom for the man. 
***** 
It's hard to imagine it today, but the fall of 1967 was perhaps the last time 
there was room for unfettered idealism in American politics. The events of the 
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next year would smash hope that the United States had a system that would always 
return to the will of the majority. 'Whatever it takes to win' became the catch-
phrase, though unacknowledged, behind all electoral strife in the country, neither 
side accepting a commonality with the other. And that has continued ever since. 
In fact, the 'other' was becoming downright evil by the end of the next year. 
The feelings that would burst into violence in 1968 have never dampened but have 
been constantly fanned. Each side of the left/right divide in America has become 
increasingly alienated from the other—to the point where, to many Alabama Re-
publicans today, it seems that a child predator is a better choice for senator than 
any Democrat. 
There was plenty of hatred going around America, even before 1968. The 
sixties had already been filled with strife. The John Birch Society, bankrolled by 
multi-millionaire Robert Welch (setting a pattern for the right that continues to this 
day) spewed hate, as did the Ku Klux Klan (though its power had diminished from 
its 1920s height) and the remnants of the American followers of Adolph Hitler (the 
American Nazi Party). The Detroit riot, the 1965 riot in Watts, that bloody Sunday 
at the Edmund Pettus Bridge, the assassination of JFK, and more. And let's not 
forget the war in Vietnam itself. Still, many of us (African Americans included, 
though they had been on the receiving end of much of the violence) refused to be 
paranoid and believed, as King told us, that we were all in this together, that we 
could dream together, that the positive will of Americans could create a better 
country. 
"We are all sufferers from history, but the paranoid is a double sufferer, since 
he is afflicted not only by the real world, with the rest of us, but by his fantasies as 
well." So wrote Richard Hofstadter in 1964 for Harper’s. We in the antiwar 
movement were not, not yet, paranoid. We strove to be positive, not to be afflicted 
but to affect. This was to be our moment, our chance to change the world, to move 
it away from the scared and grasping to the hopeful and magnanimous. We had 
lost our leaders to their commitment to a terrible war, but we weren't going to let 
that stop us. We weren't willing to simply follow. 
***** 
What we did not then know, and wouldn't, for decades, was that there was al-
ready a somewhat clandestine movement growing to stop us and to turn America 
back into a white-dominated nation, a movement rising quietly from the ashes of 
Barry Goldwater's 1964 defeat and that would show its first teeth with Nixon's 
‘southern strategy.’ After all, we weren't politicians, certainly not political strate-
gists. The quiet right, though, had plans to become the former and was already 
filled with the latter. If we had understood what was happening then, we might 
have acted differently. 
But we could at least find new leaders, that we had been sure of. Now, in 
Gene McCarthy, we had found one. 
Things, we believed for the moment, could only get better. 
 
Memories of the 2016 presidential campaign, still raw in many minds in 
2018, had begun to fade by 2019 when the outlines of the 2020 campaign were 
beginning to form. Bernie Sanders was back, of course, and Donald Trump had 
shown no signs of bowing out of the race for his re-election (quite the contrary), 
but the race was dominated by a raft of new faces and one old (Joe Biden). Quite a 
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few of the Democratic candidates were trying to style themselves as idealists of a 
sort not seen since the sixties. 
The split in American society, the one that Richard Hofstadter had described 
in his 1963 book Anti-Intellectualism in American Life and applied to sixties poli-
tics in "The Paranoid Style in American Politics" for Harper's Magazine in 1964, 
has grown wider as we approach the 2020 election, Trump was using the populist 
and racist strategies of George Wallace to firm up his own base and casting the 
rest as un-American. Whether the Democrats could find a way to counter that was 




December 4, 1967: The Counterculture that Wasn't 
 
The baby boomers were going to change the world. Of that we were sure. 
And we did: we messed it up. 
When we were young, we believed we were the ones to improve it, even to 
save it. If anything, we hastened its destruction—as did even those of us agitating 
for concerted response to climate change. We loved ourselves (still do) too much 
to sacrifice anything for the future, even for those children of ours we hovered so 
closely above. 
For all that we told ourselves we were different, we really were the same as 
our parents, only weaker. We hadn’t, as a generation, gone through the trials that 
chasten one, things like depression and war—though the latter, at the end of 1967, 
was getting ready to slap us silly. We—and I mean those of us white Americans 
born between 1940 and 1960, baby boomers and war babies—were the most privi-
leged large group the world had ever seen. We knew it and reveled in it, and were 
proud of ourselves—as it we had done anything at all to deserve our luck. 
 
We hated Time magazine. 
When we, who saw ourselves as the hip and trendy young, could get them, 
the Freep (the Los Angeles Free Press), the Voice (the Village Voice) and the Oth-
er (the East Village Other) were the periodicals we preferred to read. "We" con-
sidered ourselves the rejects of the consumer society, and were looking for some-
thing other than "product" that would wrap us back in. 
Little did we suspect that we had never slipped out from under that cover. 
We've lived our whole lives there, not matter how we may flatter ourselves other-
wise. 
Still, these newspapers we thought were "ours" were rejected by almost eve-
ryone else. They, and those like them, often looked amateurish (especially those 
not quite as successful as this big three) and much of what they contained was 
nearly unreadable. Even less of it was worth reading. 
But that was fine. At least what we found didn't seem to be more of the long 
string of processed goop that Time, Newsweek, Life, The Saturday Evening Post, 
and Readers' Digest were pumping out at us in short, frequent, nutrient-free, pre-
calibrated spurts. 
My parents were aficionados of The Saturday Review (editor Norman Cous-
ins was a hero to them), so I also read that. They liked the Quaker monthly 
Friends Journal and I. F. Stone's Weekly, so I read those, too. But these publica-
tions weren't aimed at what had, even then, come to be called 'the youth market.' 
The underground or alternative press, though they might have denied any such 
thoughts went into their creation, were—and I gobbled them up, fooled into think-
ing they were somehow outside of the commercial America that had become the 
normal since well before I was born. 
Everything around us was being processed for us—and, we were beginning 
to discover, almost everything was also killing us. Still is. Thalidomide, DDT (Ra-
chel Carson's Silent Spring had an impact on many of us), and even margarine 
were changing us, sometimes doing us in, or moving us away from integral contact 
with the earth that had been nurturing us. Everything now seemed to come out of a 
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can or the frozen-food section. Everything was manufactured. Nothing was real. 
Still isn't. 
We didn't know how to react. We would have liked to believe we could be 
farmers, but we weren't used to hard physical labor. We would have liked to be-
lieve we understood nature, but we had grown up sheltered from it. Frustrated, we 
felt almost as though the world we lived had been designed to keep us from the 
real. Still is. 
Only thing is, we've now accepted our defeat. In fact, we revel in it (how 
else, do you think, could we have come to believe that coding for a tech firm—or 
writing advertising copy, for that matter—is worthwhile, is creative?). Rising sea 
levels and warmer winters? Hey! Closer beaches and less snow to shovel. 
**** 
Then there were—and are—drugs. Not the drugs we wanted to take (but, at 
this point, that I, at least, couldn't find and was probably yet too timid to experi-
ment with, anyway) like pot and LSD and mescaline, but other drugs, the ones that 
were easing pain, calming lives, leaving people walking around in, essentially, a 
daze. The ones that are a continuing crisis today. 
We all knew the song by the Rolling Stones, "Mother's Little Helper." It had 
lines like these: 
Doctor please, some more of these 
Outside the door, she took four more 
We all knew them; we'd all seen them. And we didn't want to become them. 
The drugs we wanted, we told ourselves, were meant to augment our lives, not 
deaden them. 
Everything around us already seemed deadening. We didn't need more of it. 
We saw our fathers, who had returned from World War II with such hopes, 
crushed by a world of work requiring more conformity than even the army had. 
We saw the soporific effect of TV. We swore we would spend our lives, instead, 
with 'nature' but rarely left home without quickly coming back, angering ourselves 
at ourselves, too. We saw the lure of possessions and how stultifying that lure 
could become. We swore we would never become 'like that' but knew, deep down, 
that we already had. 
In our defense, we had no models, no images of successful rebellion—
outside of the Beats and the remnants of communal-living experiments that went 
back before the founding of the country. We didn't know what we were doing, so 
we just had to make it up as we went on. That's why Benjamin Braddock, of The 
Graduate, which would be released just a few weeks after this day in 1967, quick-
ly became something of a hero to us. He didn't have a clue what he was doing. 
By "we" I don't mean just my friends and me in Holland, Michigan; I mean 
the white middle-class baby-boomer kids of the entire country. Actually, of those, 
I'm really talking about only the ones who could run back to the safety of mommy 
and daddy when things got too difficult. 
As could I. For the moment, at least. I would learn a series of awful lessons 
about that over the next year, particularly in Munich, Prague and then in Brussels. 
I was going to learn a little bit of what happens when the safety net disappears. 
But that was still to come. And I would still be putting my faith in the old 





A great many of the wandering youth of this so-called "counterculture" 
peeked in at the Quakers now and again, some of them settling in, a few staying a 
lifetime. We who were already inside welcomed them, of course, and felt as 
though there were a new life force entering into our dowdy old religion. 
As we did with almost everything else we would touch, unfortunately, we 
baby boomers have nearly ruined the Society of Friends, taking it from a some-
times harsh community of conviction and stalwart defense of belief into a touchy-
feely group of people who claim to want to think, for example, the best of every-
one. People who replaced rigorous examination and introspection with sloppy as-
sumption and self-congratulation. People who replaced a love of simplicity with 
love of self. 
But, again, that was still to come. The Quakers I would encounter over the 
next year had steel in them—but they are gone, now. Or most of them are. 
By this time in late 1967, I was completely convinced that I belonged both in 
the Society of Friends and in the new counterculture of peace and love, even 
though I also realized the latter was something of a myth and a media creation. So 
much did I want to belong to something that could really change the world that I 
was deliberately blind to a lot of the nonsense surrounding this somewhat fantasti-
cal movement. 
The Quakers, of course, wanted to change the world, too. But all they ever 
really seemed to change was themselves. As part of this new generation, I didn't 
think this was needed. We were perfect. 
***** 
Our counterculture was not a cult in the usual sense, though did cults grow 
out of it, like Charles Manson's "Family," or they took advantage of it, as the Hari 
Krishnas did, and the Moonies would. There was no leader to the general move-
ment, and most of us didn't want one. We'd see what happens with them. 
Without leaders, however, we were rudderless. Even if someone tried to steer 
the boat, they could not. "Lead by example," we were told. Sometimes we tried to, 
grabbing the helm, but the boat was not responsive. We were clueless about any-
thing below the surface—outside of our ridiculous pseudo-mysticism and made-up 
doors of perception. 
Older people, who should have known better, flocked to us and also patron-
ized us—often without even knowing what they were doing. Some of them seri-
ously believed that they really could learn something from people half their ages—
and so they could, in theory. In real life, however, the young really don't often 
know much, certainly not as much as their elders—not even in a changing world. 
But babies who knew nothing were suddenly making decisions. 
Which is one reason why baby boomers, after seeing how much license they 
were given, would later become 'helicopter parents,' hovering over everything their 
children were doing. Our own parents had just let us go—and that was, for many 
people, a disaster. 
Though I would not trade away the experiences—even the bad ones—of the 
next year (after all, they are part of what I am), I would rather not have had many 
of them take place. They did, in part, because my parents had come to believe, 
with the parents of the rest of my generation, that we kids needed space and free-
dom from control. 
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I remember adults, generally of the WWII generation, sitting down with us 
and listening to us as though we really had something to say (like the Monkees, I 
guess). They inflated our corporate ego beyond all bounds, making us feel we real-
ly could change the world and could do so without the help of our elders. 
The Monkees was designed to fool young middle Americans into feeling hip, 
with it but without any worrisome question of substance. The musicians weren't 
chosen for music but for how they would appeal to teen-aged girls. We kids knew 
at least that much—even when we watched the show. Some of us even caught the 
sad irony of that theme-song line, "We're the new generation, and we've got some-
thing to say." What we didn't see was that we were them. We actually believed we 
had something to say; only the others, those mired in the mainstream, did not. 
Yet few of us had known privation or difficulty of any sort—few, that is, of 
the members of this new 'counterculture.' We were the lucky ones; we had been 
raised to think that we had the abilities and the skills needed for doing whatever 
we wanted when, in reality, all we had were the benefits of the privileged class of 
a culture whose strength was spilling over the entire world. We were living out a 
delusion then, just as we do now, those of us who pride ourselves in our success in 
becoming members of a 'meritocracy,' a concept we created for flattering our-
selves. 
***** 
Most of us could rally against the war in Vietnam, secure in the knowledge 
that we would never serve. Our student deferments or our family doctors' diagno-
ses of bone spurs (or some other minor malady) would get us out. We could live in 
a teepee in Arizona for a semester, checks from home regularly arriving at the lo-
cal post office. We could flaunt the law, particularly the drug law, without undue 
worry—lawyers could be paid and deals made. 
In terms of Selective Service, we Quakers were a little different. We could 
apply for, and receive, Conscientious Objector status. For many of us young men 
in the Society of Friends, this did not sit well. Alternative Service could be com-
fortable. As it meant another would go into the army in the stead of each of us, 
many of us didn't think it was something we could do. So, many of us chose to 
resist. Two years later, I would not apply for student status and would refuse to 
sign the statement saying I would perform Alternative Service. Thus, I would be 
1A, prime draft material. 
My luck was such that I got a lottery number high enough to avoid prison. 
Others, none of us really knowing the reality of what we were facing (either in 
prison or in the army), went forward to fates quite different from what we had ex-
pected or would have chosen. For the most part, though, young middle-class 
American men knew they would never serve (time or in the military). And they 
did not care that someone else would go in their places. 
This angered me then, even though I was among and friends with many such, 
just as I was angered by those who fled to Canada (I knew and liked many who did 
that, too), and for much the same reason. For the most part, we were continuing 
our privilege even as we claimed to be beyond it. 
I was a part of this as much as anyone, completely buying in to the idea that 
ours was a special generation in a special time and that we had a magical dispensa-
tion. The exemption of Gnossos Pappadopoulis in Richard Farina's Been Down So 
Long It Looks Like Up to Me should apply to all of us—and never fail. That Farina 
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himself had died in a motorcycle accident soon after the book's publication did not 
faze us, neither did the fact that Pappadopoulis doesn't fare so well at the end of 
the novel either. 
The coming year, 1968, would put my naïvete to the test; having been beat-
en, raped, hungry and alone, would I be able to return to my old beliefs as 1969 
began? Could I continue to be a part of a counterculture, if that's even what it was, 
built on such a naïve and self-serving base? I did, but became increasingly es-
tranged from it even while among it, my alcoholism and drug use growing all the 
while. 
My case would not be so unusual; over the next few years many of us would 
discover that our protections were not as strong as we had believed and that our 
abilities were not great enough for the surmounting of every barrier. I continued 
on but retreated further and further into mind-altering crutches. Many of the others 
of my generation did the same; some did not survive. 
We were all, no matter what the future held for each individual, victims of 
our own delusions. We were no counterculture, simply the victims of our own 
advertising. 
Yet we were also, we believed, the last chance to escape what has become 
the ubiquitous neoliberal capitalism that has since engulfed us all. There is no 
longer even a pretense of alternative. 
We failed. But we never really had that chance, anyway. 
 
The bitterness of those who believed they had everything only to see it begin 
to slip away is palpable in the United States of 2019. We deserve more, we tell 
ourselves, we deserve to be rich and even famous. We don’t deserve to be declin-
ing, to see ourselves left with less than our parents had and our children clinging 
to us rather than striking out on their own. We find people to blame, perhaps Mos-
lems or African-Americans or, if we are Moslem or African-American, the whites 
who blindly follow our 2019 fool of a leader. What none of us does is look at our 
own culpability. 






December 10, 1967: Pastures of Plenty 
 
Just how much popular music influenced the education of the generation who 
attended high school in the sixties is impossible to determine. Probably the same 
holds true for kids in high school now, but I wouldn’t know, not really. Even 
though I teach them once they reach college, the gap between them and me is as 
wide as that one between my English teachers and me fifty years ago. 
Without music, though, the textures of my life would be tremendously less in-
tricate. 
 
During this month in 1967, the music released on long-playing 33-1/3 rpm 
records included Bob Dylan's John Wesley Harding, Jimi Hendrix's Axis: Bold as 
Love, The Rolling Stones' Their Satanic Majesties Request, The Who Sell Out, 
Traffic's Mr. Fantasy, Paul Butterfield Blues Band's The Resurrection of Pigboy 
Crabshaw, Songs of Leonard Cohen and much more. The previous month had 
seen the Beatle's second album of the year, Magical Mystery Tour, Cream's Dis-
raeli Gears, and, one of my perennial favorites (though it is long out of fashion), 
Country Joe and the Fish's I Feel Like I'm Fixin' to Die. I loved every single one of 
these (except, perhaps, the Leonard Cohen)—and much more. These are among 
the greatest albums ever—except, of course, for all of those released when you 
were the age I was then. 
Still, though I am admittedly biased, I doubt anyone could find a two-month 
period in American/British popular music that has seen so much of such high qual-
ity appear as in November and December of 1967. 
Or, for that matter, quite as much junk (though the jury is still out on that). I 
mean, two of the top singles of these two months were "Daydream Believer" by 
the Monkees and "Incense and Peppermints" by something called Strawberry 
Alarm Clock. You can't get much worse that that, can you, sleepy Jean? "Throw 
your pride to one side, it's the least you can do" to make some money. 
This had already been one hell of a year for popular music. Of albums re-
leased in 1967, I remember buying The Doors and their subsequent Strange Days, 
Bob Dylan's Greatest Hits (hard to imagine, given what was still to come) and 
John Wesley Harding, Surrealistic Pillow by the Jefferson Airplane, Mellow Yel-
low by Donovan, Are You Experienced? by Jim Hendrix, Absolutely Free by the 
Mothers of Invention, Sergeant Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band and Magical 
Mystery Tour by the Beatles, Flowers by the Rolling Stones, Canned Head, Vanil-
la Fudge, Alice's Restaurant by Arlo Guthrie, Procol Harum, The Who Sell Out, 
Ten Years After, I Feel Like I'm Fixin' to Die, and Pleasures of the Harbor by Phil 
Ochs. That's a hefty list, though incomplete (not only that, but there was much 
more just as good that I hadn't bought). The list of the albums I bought alone can 
confirm, if anyone needs it, that popular American music was in the midst of a 
what must have seemed to the older purveyors of pop like a cataclysmic shift. 
Significant as they may be to my life at the time, my records did not cover 
more than a couple of the genres that, in 1967, were sizzling beyond pop. Wayne 
Shorter, Miles Davis, John Coltrane (who died this year), Ornette Coleman, Don 
Cherry, Sonny Stitt, Sun Ra, and Cecil Taylor would all eventually become favor-
ites of mine, but I had not yet been exposed to any of them. Contemporary blues 
artists like Magic Sam, Muddy Waters, John Lee Hooker, Howlin' Wolf, B. B. 
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King and so many others were also still in my future, though they were playing the 
hell out of their instruments right then (the blues artists I listened to then were 
mostly from earlier generations, Leadbelly and Bessie Smith most significant 
among them). There was also soul, Motown... hell, the great music of 1967 (and 
then 1968) was not contained in any genre. Even my old favorite country genre 
was gearing up to try heights not reached since the death of Patsy Cline. The 
ghosts of Jimmie Rodgers and Hank Williams were finally going to have some 
competition. Loretta Lynn was just getting better, and Dolly Parton was just get-
ting started. 
Only top-40 pop remained mired where it had been, slowly sinking into the 
quicksand of outdated expectations. 
Well, maybe not. Its same songs (the differences are only superficial) are still 
churned out and still sold. The quality remains consistently low and the intent any-
thing but art—which may give it staying power, even as the media for listening 
have changed and the name of the genre has evolved. And, I must admit, I still 
love some of it; like many Americans, I've always had a secret fascination with—
and love for—American popular trash. 
***** 
What was going on? 
A big part of it was that the lid had been taken off "race" music. African-
American musicians were now part of the popular-music mainstream. The im-
portance of this cannot be underestimated. American popular music has always 
owed as much to Africa as to Europe. In fact, its very existence in all is genres—
from bluegrass to hip-hop—stems from the melding, to put it at its most simplistic, 
of Scottish ballads and African rhythms. 
Another part of it comes from commercial zeal to latch onto the next-big-
thing. Commercial pop quickly mires itself in replicating the last hit but, at the 
same time, it is always looking for the next phenomenon. Promoters, anxious to be 
the discoverers of million-selling acts, signed musicians who were doing things 
they didn't even care to understand—on the off chance that they might be the new 
Elvis or Beatles. The freedom this gave was incredible. 
At the same time, the technologies of the recording industry were changing 
quickly. Stereo was becoming standard; new multitrack recording devices, better 
microphones and pickups, devices like the 8-track and the cassette, better automo-
tive radios and improved FM, and much more were taking music recording and 
appreciation in directions that hadn't been imagined just a few years earlier. 
There were other factors, as well. Pressure toward top-40 success had defined 
popular music in America since radio's dominance had begun in the 1930s. Now, 
that was easing. Vibrant LP sales had alerted record companies to the popularity of 
a new type of listening and they were catering to it. Be-bop had shown, in the 
1950s, that it was possible to make a profit off of music without radio airplay and 
the cost of creating and maintaining a studio had gone down dramatically in the 
1950s (though it was rising again through the sixties, thanks to the new technolo-
gies). 
The impact of stars like Elvis, Little Richard, Chuck Berry and Buddy Holly 
changed attitudes toward musical careers on the part of the young. Watching them, 
thousands of young people thought, "I can do that." Some put in the work and de-
veloped their own skills, the 'garage band' becoming a commonplace by the mid-
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1960s. Actually playing music, which had died down with the advent of the radio 
and the record player, made a resurgence thanks, first, to the folk scene which re-
lied on instruments for accompaniment and focused more on song than on tech-
nical skill and, second, to those garage bands. This brought new awareness of the 
skills and possibilities of American popular music—even on the parts of those 
who didn't play, but who listened. 
***** 
As of the end of 1967, I still hadn't discovered FM rock radio—I suppose be-
cause, in Holland, Michigan, there was none. But WCFL out of Chicago was be-
ginning to lose its charm. Too few of the really good cuts got played and the junk 
was more obviously junk than ever before—and the difference between the two 
could be jarring, to say the least. 
My record collection had started with 45 rpm singles I bought on my own (I 
shudder to remember what they were) and a couple of albums either given to me 
by my parents or appropriated from their collection in order to begin my own. 
These included the soundtrack to The Fantasticks, a couple of comedy albums (At 
the Drop of a Hat by Michael Flanders and Donald Swan and Vaughn Meader's 
The First Family), a Joan Baez album and perhaps three or four more (a Leadbelly 
album, one by Big Bill Broonzy and a Josh White, certainly). My own first LP 
purchases were along the lines of Shut Down, Vol. 2 by the Beach Boys, soon pro-
gressing to Phil Ochs's first two albums and Bob Dylan's first five. 
Only in 1967 did my LP collection start to explode. That coincided (not co-
incidentally) with my declining interest in AM radio and the sudden wealth of LPs 
on sale that were no longer just collections of random songs or attempts to cash in 
on particular hits, the rest of the cuts merely filler. 
The 33-1/3 rpm long-playing record album had begun to be seen as a unitary 
concept first, I think, in jazz. Not surprisingly, the jazz musicians were also the 
first to really see the possibilities of the studio in terms of music creation. By the 
1950s, they weren't dependent on the radio for success so were able to stay away 
from the 3-minute song and, also removed from the necessity of quick production, 
they were able to take time and to redo tracks when they needed to. Other musi-
cians saw this and appreciated the results, especially the young rockers who were 
restlessly looking everywhere for inspiration. As a result, by 1967, serious rockers 
were less focused on single songs developed for radio play than on albums whose 
rising sales weren't completely dependent on a hit tune. They still wanted the hits, 
but they didn't want them alone.  
Other genres were slow to catch up, but it had become clear that the ways of 
approaching music were expanding, even in commercial genres. 
***** 
My English teacher, a nice enough man but completely clueless, liked to dis-
parage rock and pop, jumbling it all together because he knew so little about it. He 
loved the lyrics to "Yesterday," but would make fun of others in a sing-song reci-
tation. I didn't bother to tell him how I felt or ask him to compare Paul McCart-
ney's lyrics to other lines I'd been reading: 
Time present and time past 
Are both perhaps present in time future, 
And time future contained in time past. 
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That, to me, was much grander than "Yesterday, all my troubles were so far 
away; now it looks as though they're here to stay." In my estimation, T.S. Eliot’s 
lines even rose to the level of Dylan's (high praise, from one who knew all the 
lyrics to Highway 61 Revisted): 
With all memory and fate driven deep beneath the waves 
Let me forget about today until tomorrow. 
All different views of time and memory and place in the passage of life, but 
McCartney was a piker as a poet—compared to those other guys, at least. Or to 
this one, William Butler Yeats: 
O body swayed to music, O brightening glance, 
How can we know the dancer from the dance? 
This question was a problem, and not just for me. Many of us had begun to 
teach each other, to share, but we really didn’t know what was what. Someone had 
turned me on to T. S. Eliot's "Burnt Norton," but that was not something one 
brought up in English class. It didn't fit with any of our conceptions of "school." 
Like many baby boomers, I had come to Eliot (and Ezra Pound) through Dylan, 
through these lines from "Desolation Row": 
Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot 
Fighting in the captain’s tower 
They led me to "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock": 
I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each. 
I do not think that they will sing to me. 
We young rock fans were beginning to develop our own aesthetic, one deep-
ly dependent on both T. S. Eliot and Bob Dylan. It would reject some of the self-
seriousness of what were really attempts to cash in on the new perspectives of the 
baby boomers in songs like "Eve of Destruction" and "If You Go to San Francisco 
(Be Sure to Wear Some Flowers in your Hair") and "Pleasant Valley Sunday." 
Of course, this wouldn't last. The pull of schlock was strong in all of us, and 
we often succumbed. On the other hand, enough of the good survived—and it 
doesn't really matter which is which. Musically speaking, even today, as Ray Da-
vies wrote in a song he recorded this year of 1967: 
As long as I gaze on Waterloo sunset 
I am in paradise. 
 
Popular music, inclusive of all genres, dominated American culture perhaps 
even more than the movies or television did, both of which tried to cash in on mu-
sical fads as often as they could. Technologies surrounding music, generally the 
technologies of dissemination, had grown so fast that songs even a decade old had 
begun to sound like relics of another age completely. The fifties were not only over 




December 19, 1967: Birthdays 
 
One of the main differences between turning 16 and 66 lies in the sense of a 
year. To the young, it’s long; to the old, it’s not. The symbolism of turning sixteen 
often leads one to believe that he or she is now an adult but, as we all know, few 
sixteen-year-olds are more mature than their younger brothers and sisters. I was 
certainly still a child as I turned sixteen, though one who desperately wanted to be 
seen as an adult (a most common affliction). By the end of my sixteenth year, I 
would still be a child, but one who no longer knew how to be a child, and who still 
had no idea what it means to be an adult. 
 
I didn't know, when I turned sixteen this day in 1967, that I was also celebrat-
ing Phil Ochs' birthday. He turned 27. Though he was one of my favorite sing-
er/songwriters (second only to Dylan) there was really no way I could know this or 
that anyone would expect me to. The information available in those days was quite 
limited, especially concerning someone as unimportant as a not-so-popular protest 
singer. It's hard for me to imagine, though, what I would have thought, had I 
known. It's a meaningless bit of trivia; it wouldn't have made me more or a fan or 
less. But I am sure I would have been pleased, at least for a moment. 
But a birthday is just a day—almost an accident. I've never believed in as-
trology or connection between the days we were born and anything else. At best, 
for me, it is a convenient marker. It helps us keep track and compartmentalize. 
According to my mother, I was supposed to be born either on Christmas eve 
or day. Her doctor, saying he had never had a Christmas off, asked her to take cas-
tor oil, believing it would hurry delivery. Whether it did or not, no one knows. 
Anyhow, I was born five or six days early. 
Trivial? Yes. The only impact the story has had, since I first heard it at six or 
seven, was to further diminish my interest in the day or my birth, already low due 
to its proximity to Christmas (something any American child born about that time 
knows about). But even the trivial can become important in a society obsessed 
with numbers, as this day did. 
That was in July 1970, when the draft lottery for those born in 1951 was 
held. My number came up 249. December 24 was number 2. December 25, 361. 
The highest number called into service was 125. A friend of mine was born on the 
24th and resisted the draft, serving a term in prison. Others in that top 125 went to 
Vietnam and some of them died. I was 1A at the time the numbers were called and 
was resigned to resistance—but, quite thankfully, luck was with me and I didn't 
have to do anything but go about my life of drink, drugs and college. 
Yeah, but the guilt luck brings still remains. Each time I visit the Vietnam 
Memorial wall in Washington, DC, I think about those who hadn't my good for-
tune. Hell, I think about it any time anyone mentions the Vietnam War. More of-
ten, actually. 
All of that, though, was in the future. This day in 1967, however, I already 
knew what my course should be vis-a-vis the draft, though I wasn't sure, then, if I 
could follow it. I knew I would never apply for a student deferment or try to get 
out for a medical reason. Going to college was the first refuge of the middle class 
and it pushed the draft harder onto those not so fortunate. I was uncomfortable 
with that. As a Quaker, I would qualify for the conscientious-objector (IO) status 
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that members of 'peace churches' could easily get, but I had decided that would not 
be for me, not when a Catholic with beliefs as strong as mine might be turned 
down—and probably would be. The unfairness streaked through the Selective Ser-
vice System was quite apparent to me. 
18 does seem far away when you are turning 16, but not all so far as that. 
Thoughts about the draft and the war were already with me, as they were with an 
ever-growing number of my contemporaries. Peacetime service is one thing. Now, 
we knew that the war was escalating, and that the government needed cannon fod-
der. We were beginning to see moving images of the war on nightly TV. 
The cynicism that we already wore as affectation was about to get real. 
***** 
One of my favorites of Ochs's songs was "Draft Dodger Rag." I had already 
discovered that many people my age and a few years older misconstrued it as an 
anti-draft song, but it really wasn't. It is an anti-draft evader song. Its chorus goes 
partially like this: 
Sarge, I'm only eighteen, I've got a ruptured spleen… 
Besides, I ain't no fool, I'm going to school 
The last thing I wanted to be was like the narrator in the song, a supporter of 
war as long as I wasn't put in harms way. 
I don't know how many hours I spent trying to convince others that the atti-
tude in the song was being made fun of, that this was not a list of suggestions on 
how to avoid the draft. I tried to make the distinction between a resister and an 
evader, but few of my contemporaries, particularly the male ones, were willing to 
listen. They knew they didn't want to go and would use any means not to. Only if 
they couldn't get out by other means would they turn to resistance. 
***** 
It's hard to imagine, from the vantage of half a century and an all-volunteer 
army, just what the draft meant to young men of the baby-boomer generation. 
Even those who supported the war recognized that this war was no life-and-death 
defense of the country of the sort World War II had been. We knew about Korea 
and the deaths of 33,000 American soldiers (for what? we asked) when we were in 
our infancy. Also, we knew that not everyone needed to go, and that made quite a 
difference. Why be one of those, many asked, asking quite cynically. 
'Somebody else, not me' was the attitude most prevalent among my peers. 
We baby boomers, even then, were an egocentric and risk-averse generation. 
I could understand that, but I couldn't stand it... and it became the genesis of 
my personal cynicism, especially where my contemporaries were concerned. It 
was not the war, that bothered me most, though that was bad enough. I knew its 
history, appalling though it was. What bothered me even more was that so many of 
my friends, so many people just like me couldn't see beyond their own well-being. 
They were willing to let others die while living the luxury of American life—
and they never recognized their own sanctimony and hypocrisy. 
My alcoholism, my drug use... the entire arc of my life, in fact... were results 
of my attempts, often failing, to deal with my own and my generation’s failures. 
***** 
As I said, like most every American kid born close to Christmas (even non-
Christian ones, so powerful is the holiday), I never felt much concern for my 
birthday. By 1967, I had long ago resigned myself to single gifts for the two events 
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from distant relatives and had learned never to expect anyone to pay much atten-
tion to my personal anniversary. This one, though, was supposed to be significant 
in particular ways. For one thing, I was now old enough to get a driver's license. I 
wouldn't: my parents had already told me I would have to pay for the increase in 
their auto insurance and I wasn't willing to do that. I had taken driver's ed the pre-
vious summer so knew how to drive, but that didn't interest me particularly, right 
then. I figured it was cheaper to rely on my thumb—and it was a great deal more 
romantic. 
A romantic is what I really was, not a cynic, though I easily conflated the 
two. Or felt the tug between the two—the great strain in my future. 
***** 
One of the artists I had liked for a long time, though I'd never paid enough at-
tention to him, was Sam Cooke. One of his songs is called "Only Sixteen." Sung 
by a boy about a girl, it contains these lines: 
She was too young to fall in love 
And I was too young to know. 
Even then, even in 1967, I knew I was both of the song's characters, too 
young for love and too young to know. But I longed to believe I was older and 
more worldly wise. 
***** 
Trivia for the day: Many years beyond 1967, I learned that the New Orleans 
pianist Professor Longhair also shared my birthday. I wouldn't listen to his music 
for another few years but, by the next fall, would be enthralled with Dr. John, who 
owes a great deal to Professor Longhair. It may have also been the date, in 1776, 
of first publication of the first "American Crisis" essay—Thomas Paine has long 
been important to me, and not just because he was a friend of a distant uncle more 
than a century and a half earlier but for his role as a forgotten 'founding father' of 
the United States. It was also the date, in 1843, of the publication of Charles Dick-
ens' "A Christmas Carol," never one of my favorites of Dickens' works, though I 
would eventually grow to love Dickens. It was also the day, in 1951, when the 
Clovers recorded "One Mint Julep." That this song and I share exactly the same 
age has long tickled my fancy. 
 
I don’t really remember my sixteenth birthday. By that time, I had stopped 
having parties or hoping for presents. I do know that I appreciated a “happy 
birthday” or two—still do—but that was all I expected. I looked forward, I know, 
to a future out from under the thumbs of my parents and to one away from the col-
lege campuses that, because of my father’s job, had so dominated my life thus 
far—the reason, I am sure, that it would take almost forty years for me to finally 






December 26, 1967: Bob Dylan 
 
No single person had more impact on the baby-boomer generation than did 
Bob Dylan. His words became our catchphrases. “The Weathermen”: we knew 
where that name came from instantly, from “You don’t need a weatherman to 
know which way the wind blows.” “Do you, Mr. Jones”: we immediately connect-
ed this putdown with “The Ballad of a Thin Man.” “Nothing is revealed”: from 
“The Ballad of Frankie Lee and Judas Priest.” Our language was salted with 
Dylan lines. It would be impossible to conduct any discussion of 1968—or of the 
sixties, for that matter—without inclusion of Dylan almost from the start. 
 
You're not going to get it all. And you might even hear the wrong 
words. And afterwards, I won't be able to talk to you afterwards. I've got 
nothing to say about these things I write. — Bob Dylan 
 
Why was anyone surprised that Dylan sent off a slap-dash Nobel Prize ac-
ceptance talk, cribbed from Wikipedia, no doubt? The quote above, from the 1967 
movie Don't Look Back, after all, is as true of Dylan today as it was back then. (I 
hadn't yet seen the movie, this day in 1967, and wouldn't be able to, probably, for 
another year, but it is relevant here.) Dylan has always tried to let his art speak for 
itself, for good or ill. 
What the literati who wanted wisdom from him, not his songs, didn't seem to 
understand about us young Dylan fans, even back in the sixties, is that we didn't 
care what Dylan the person thought about his songs any more than he wanted to 
talk about them. In that respect, we had taken the New Criticism to heart: It wasn't 
the singer who was important, it was the song. We learned Dylan's lyrics and sang 
them ourselves—and we easily understood the reasons for the multiple versions (I 
won't use "covers"—that has specific racial connotations) of his songs by other 
artists. 
The songs may have come from Dylan, but they were ours. They belonged to 
all who sang them or listened to them. We liked them when we sang them our-
selves—or when the Byrds did, or when Manfred Mann, Fairport Convention, 
Peter, Paul & Mary, or hosts of others did. The song was the thing, not the singer. 
At the same time, though, Dylan, as the source of the songs, did hold an ex-
tremely special spot in all of our lives and imaginations. Ours, after all, is a celeb-
rity culture. Our relation to him is as complex as his to his songs. 
Harold Bloom, in his 1973 book The Anxiety of Influence, argues that poets 
succeed when they manage to throw off the weight of their most important prede-
cessors, moving from imitation to innovation. If that's the case, the baby-boomer 
generation has never succeeded, for we still carry Bob Dylan with us everywhere. 
Bloom himself, older than us baby boomers, still remains in thrall to an idea, com-
ing from the even earlier romantic age, of the imagined solitary genius of origi-
nality. Dylan was never like that, solitary genius (an oxymoron) though he is. Dyl-
an's is the genius of adaptation, of incorporating what influenced him instead of 
trying to abandon it or get away from it, of doing what Ezra Pound had advised 
two decades before Dylan was born, of taking the old and making it new. He didn't 




There's something to be said for Bloom and his idea, as there is for William 
Wordsworth's conception of the act of creation as a 'spontaneous overflowing.' 
These, though, don't explain Dylan, though they can certainly seem to, in a facile 
sort of way. The reality is that there is much more to Dylan and to his relationships 
with his art and with his baby-boomer fans (remember, he was not one of us, hav-
ing been born before the United States entered World War II, not after). Dylan 
was, and is, a moving target, confusing to critics used to shooting at sitting—or, 
more likely, dead—ducks. 
Part of it is that Dylan is never slick and is always willing to fail—in fact, he 
long seemed to invite failure (still does). He never fit the homogenized pop-star 
image that had packaged even the top folk acts (c.f., Kingston Trio, or Peter, Paul 
& Mary). He was authentic, but authentically dishonest (none of us believed his 
stories about his life before stardom any more than Sam Spade believes Brigid 
O'Shaughnessy's lies in The Maltese Falcon—though, don't forget, Spade loves 
her, anyway). He didn't churn out canned phrases on talk shows or show up fre-
quently with the glitterati. 
We recognized the magnificence of his work; the limitations of his being 
consoled us. 
***** 
How important was Dylan to the 1960s? In his 1969 novel Our Friends from 
Frolix 8, Philip K. Dick (a classical music aficionado and no Dylan fan) includes a 
snarky exchange about Dylan: 
"Do you like Yeats?" 
"Was he before Bob Dylan?" 
"Yes." 
"Then I don't want to hear about him. As far as I'm concerned, poetry 
started with Dylan and has declined since." 
Born in 1928 so just too young to be of the WWII generation, Dick was also 
somewhat too old to completely understand our baby-boomer fascination with 
Dylan. However, unlike Dick's Dylan fan, I had heard of Yeats (and had read and 
loved some of this poetry) even by 1967, and Dylan himself had been part of what 
had led me to T. S. Eliot—through his reference to the poet in "Desolation Row." 
Rather than a starting point as a poet, he was, once again, a culmination and a re-
newal. And I certainly wasn't the only one who felt this way. 
As a poet (and that's what Dylan really is, though he has said, "I think of my-
self more as a song-and-dance man"; the Nobel prize committee was right to 
award him for literature), Dylan is a magpie, picking up whatever shiny object 
attracts his attention. He has mined the past in a way that would be more difficult 
today; our era of repressive and constricting intellectual-property protection makes 
a younger version of him all but impossible. 
What was wonderful for us, aside from the brilliance of the songs, was that 
Dylan exposed us to all kinds of things we might otherwise have missed, our eyes 
not quite so attuned to the sparkles all around. Eliot, Woody Guthrie, Leadbelly, 
Ma Rainey, Cisco Houston, the movie Psycho, Bette Davis. Emmett Till and 
Hattie Carroll as emblems of the endemic nature of American racism. The Child 
ballads. These are just a start to what Dylan opened up for an entire generation. He 
was discovering, and immediately passing it on. 
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He was also creating—he was no mere recycler. His ability to turn a phrase 
to beauty mesmerized his fans. "If you hear vague traces of skipping reels of 
rhyme." "So, let us not talk falsely now, the hour is getting late." "My love, she 
speaks like silence/Without ideals or violence." "Everybody is making love or else 
expecting rain." "Ain't it just like the night to play tricks when you're trying to be 
so quiet." "Too much of nothing/Can turn a man into a liar." That's little more than 
a random sample collected off the top of my head and with no particular focus; the 
list could go on for pages. The list of Dylan’s diamonds could go on for pages. 
***** 
Perhaps, at another time, Dylan wouldn't have managed to be Dylan. For the 
sixties, though, he was perfectly placed, and we embraced him wholeheartedly. I 
heard tell of people who turned away from him at the Newport Folk Festival in 
1964 when he showed up with an electric band. Even then, I felt the 'controversy' 
was something ginned up out of all proportion for the sake of creating media inter-
est. Liking one type of music, for me and my peers, never seemed to preclude lik-
ing others. My mother, a classical musician, may have felt so, but I (and the mil-
lions like me) certainly did not. No real Dylan fan would have turned away. 
Though Frank Zappa made fun of it and I appreciated his rationale, I still 
liked The Kingsmen's "Louis, Louis" long after it had passed from the pop charts. 
Do Wop music had become a love of mine sometime in the early sixties and I did 
not abandon it, not even as I embraced the San Francisco sound of 1967. I adored 
Bluegrass and Folk music but had nothing in the least against electric guitars. No-
body I knew among the baby boomers who surrounded me was a musical snob; on 
the contrary, we were all looking for new musical experiences. 
The national music scene reflected us. The changes from 1963 to 1968 were 
phenomenal, and they never could have happened if audiences had been unwilling 
to countenance the new. Dylan, generally a step or two ahead of the rest of us, was 
one who guided us through those years. He wasn't exactly a leader, but was also 
seeking what we had not found, and we respected that. 
Anyone who could not appreciate Bob Dylan because he turned to different 
styles of instruments and music hadn't really been listening well. It wasn't the mu-
sic that made Dylan, anyway, though he had early on proved himself a master of 
song, it was the lyrics. 
Let's put it this way: there is no American of the 20th century who can rival 
Dylan either as a poet or a lyricist (positing a difference—something I'm not sure 
of). Outside of T. S. Eliot, perhaps the only two English-language poets or lyricists 
of anything nearing comparable impact have been Oscar Hammerstein II and Rob-
ert Frost. 
Asked in the sixties what poets he liked (the questioner actually asked, "What 
poets do you dig?"), Dylan responded: 
Rimbaud, W. C. Fields, that family, you know, that trapeze family in the 
circus, Smokey Robinson, Allen Ginsberg, Charlie Rich is a good poet. 
One of the funny things about the teapot tempest over the Nobel Prize: The 
objections were all about boundaries. Yet Dylan was never about boundaries; he 
saw no use in them (still doesn't—but that's another story). You can't put a poet in 
a box or place a box around a poet—that much he knew. Fortunately, the Nobel 




Some of those I really feel sorry for are the songwriters of Dylan's own gen-
eration, people of great talent like Paul Simon who, like Dylan, was born in 1941, 
and Joni Mitchell, who was born two years later. And Richard Farina, born in 
1937, who may have come closest to Dylan himself in ability. 
Though he respected Dylan's talent, Farina knew exactly what Dylan was do-
ing career-wise and how he was climbing to success. In his own song about Dylan, 
"Morgan the Pirate," he makes clear that he and others knew that what Dylan did 
wasn't always pretty, and that Dylan always knew exactly what he was doing: 
And there's no time for undoing just the one or two hard feelings, 
One or two hard feelings left behind. 
Farina died in a motorcycle accident in 1966, just after his novel, Been Down 
So Long It Looks Like Up to Me, was published. Almost exactly four months later, 
Dylan, too, was in a motorcycle accident. Though apparently not badly hurt, Dylan 
used the incident as an excuse for withdrawing from public appearances, stopping 
performing for eight years or so. I have always suspected that the scare of his own 
accident, so close on the heels of Farina's, made Dylan reconsider the path he was 
on. Certainly, his music changed after that—but, then again, his music had been 
changing frequently anyway. 
***** 
Though some of the songs on the double album Blonde on Blonde appealed 
to me ("Visions of Johannah," most particularly), it was still Highway 61 Revisited 
that obsessed me in the fall of 1967. I didn't know what I would find with John 
Wesley Harding, which was released this week of that year. I don't remember, but 
I suspect I bought it as soon as it appeared in one of the local stores; I do remem-
ber listening to it for the first time. It was one of those unique experiences like 
listening to Sgt. Pepper's had been, earlier in the year. 
The first side, for me, was a building, a movement to a crescendo. The title 
song, calm and different from any Dylan I had listened to before, set me up for a 
return to a less electrified Dylan. The second track, "As I Went Out One Morn-
ing," bothered me a bit, creating a bit of wonder at where this was going. I knew 
who Tom Paine was but I couldn't dope out the message of the song. I liked it, 
though, and even liked the mystery of its ending. "I Dreamed I saw St. Augustine" 
reminded me, as it was meant to, of "I Dreamed I Saw Joe Hill." Only it ended not 
with hope, but with anguish: 
I put my fingers against the glass 
And bowed my head and cried. 
Then came "All Along the Watchtower," which I adored (along with so many 
others), and "The Ballad of Frankie Lee and Judas Priest" which, from the moment 
I heard it, became the one song that has always resonated with me, no matter my 
circumstances or age. The last song on side 1, "Drifter's Escape," seemed an ap-
propriate coda after the strength of the previous two tracks: "While everybody 
knelt to pray/The drifter did escape." 
Side 2, though I liked it, had nothing like the power of side 1, and I don't 
think it was meant to have it. I liked best "Dear Landlord" and "Down Along the 
Cove" and wanted to like "I'll Be Your Baby Tonight" but I don't think I was quite 
mature enough to understand it. My habit, in those days, was always to play both 
sides of an album, so I would listen to side 2 as often as side 1, but it was the 




Though I knew there were thousands, millions of other Dylan fans, I didn't 
often share my love of his songs as I did with much of the rock I was also hearing. 
I listened to them in private, most of the time, for there was something rather per-
sonal about them even within their broad popularity. 
There still is. Perhaps because nothing anything any of us writes about Dylan 
can capture either him or our own feelings about his music. 
But we can't ignore him or leave him in silence. 
 
We all knew that Dylan had grown up as Bobby Zimmerman, but so what? 
We also knew that he had taken his name from the Welsh poet Dylan Thomas, leg-
endary since his death in 1953. “Dylan” was a made-up persona—which was fine 
with us, for we all wanted to create ourselves, too. Our attitude toward Dylan is 
summed up by these lines from “Fourth Time Around”: 
I never asked for your crutch 






December 31, 1967: The Day Before This Beginning 
 
The idea for this project is that 1968, far from being the landmark year in my 
own life, was defining for my generation and for my nation. As a student of Ameri-
can popular culture, I love the way the personal and the and the general inter-
twine to create our cultural moments. I detest, on the other hand, the pretense of 
“distance” and “objectivity” on the part of the scholar. This project gives me the 
chance to participate in the kind of study I enjoy without losing the personal con-
nection I find so important. Through it, I believe, I can provide a more useful pic-
ture of 1968 through the lens of 2018 and 2019 than any but a few others could 
possibly construct. 
 
He… muttered underneath his breath 
“Nothing is revealed” 
Those lines, from Dylan's "The Ballad of Frankie Lee and Judas Priest" have 
followed me for half a century, heading an army of memories and even guiding 
decisions. Yes, I have turned to the song often, sometimes to draw myself to a 
stop. Or to bring others out of conflict—as I would do at breakfast a decade past 
1968, when I was teaching at a boarding school and we were in the midst of par-
ticularly divisive turmoil on campus. Or to push me forward when I find myself 
reaching a stand-still. I have made the lyrics mine alone, relating to my own path 
and my own past. 
I know: Most of us are concealing guilt, and all of us are protecting some-
thing. Concealment can even seem to be our nature. And I know that the song's not 
mine. 
The year 1968 would make concealment seem necessary to me. Events hap-
pening over the year would take decades for me to share. At last, when enough 
distance had passed, I could talk about them vaguely; increasing detail would 
come out in drips and drabs over years and decades. 
Yet some bits of what happened that particular night in August 1968 and at 
various other times that year I still will not recount. Being considered a victim is 
bad enough; reliving it, especially when you can't help but question the extent of 
your own culpability, assists little along the quest to relieve one's memory. 
It's not only the event in Munich that would remain hidden for years, but cer-
tainly one of Washington, DC a few months earlier. I tried to rid myself of the 
former almost immediately, showering next morning and then showering again, 
scrubbing as hard as I could. The latter, too, I tried to wash away, but my concern 
was simpler, merely with cleaning up my bloodied face before too many questions 
were asked. There was nothing internal about it.  
As I learned quickly, and as they sing, it takes more than soap and water, ba-
by, for to keep it clean. 
In neither instance, did I share. Not with one single soul. 
Or, let's put it this way: I didn't share anything approaching the truth, even 
though guilt about any of it should never have been mine. Though it was. 
Victim blaming is bad enough; what's worse is when the victims do it to 




Stop. Did I say "victims"? What about when the victim refuses to see himself 
as a victim, as I tried to refuse? What are the consequences of that? 
I'm not sure. 
I use the word "victim" because I do not want to call myself a perpetrator. 
And because I don't have any language for the subtleties of so many human inter-
actions—or for the emotions they bury inside of us. 
After fifty years, can I talk now? Though shame kept me quiet, I was no vic-
tim in my own mind and I hold no grudges—never did, even though I certainly 
was harmed and misused. I never wanted to get back at anyone. What happened, 
well, it still becomes part of you, but you can't let it stop you. I found fault with 
me, was wrong (and right), and kept quiet; I never want to find fault in another for 
those same incidents. Certainly, I point no fingers. 
No sixteen-year-old had any business traipsing through Germany, Austria, 
Czechoslovakia, the Netherlands and Belgium travelling by thumb and train, try-
ing to survive on three dollars a day. That was just stupid. In 1968; in 2018. As a 
sixteen-year-old, it was a romantic, though idiotic, notion. 
But consider this: For all of the bad, for all that I carried silently for years, I 
wouldn't trade my experiences that year for anything. For better or worse, they 
helped create me. Though they did not erase my fears, they still help me face 
them. 
Nothing happens in a vacuum. Nothing and no one is simply aggressor or 
victim, black or white, good or bad, generalized or specific. Everything that hap-
pens to us, and everything we do, is tied to the specifics of place and time, plot and 
luck, plan and misstep. None of us is ever innocent—nor are we evil. Or even 
good. 
Perhaps, in light of that, I'm ready to come clean with everything, though 
there are a few details that I'd rather not tell. And won’t. 
Well, we'll see. 
***** 
The year 1968 formed me just as all years form those who are sixteen within 
them. It just so happens that 1968 was also a particularly formative year well be-
yond my personal growth. If any year can be so called, it was the year that set in 
motion the march to the madness of the Trump era that we are suffering now. The 
divides that had ruled the United States since its founding and that had led to the 
Civil War led, in 1968, to new fractures that, though papered over (primarily by 
money) for a generation or so after, now threaten to kill us all or, at least, destroy 
our union. 
Our national dialogue changed in 1968; no longer could segregationist or rac-
ist talk be an overt part of the generalized conversation. Such sentiments were 
driven underground—though the beliefs weren't—and unscrupulous politicians 
quickly saw that a 'southern strategy' of dog-whistle phrases would do instead to 
mobilize the racial hatreds of the country. These gave Richard Nixon a victory 
later that year and changed the way race was utilized in politics—until the election 
of Trump released racist talk from its closet. 
Our vision of the military was also changing in 1968. Before, ours had been 
one of an army of everyone. Now, with deferments for the well-to-do, we were 
seeing an army of the poor or, at least, one that had little representation from the 
new and rich suburbs. At the same time, politicians began, for their own purposes, 
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to equate anti-war with anti-soldier, something that was never really true (though 
the myth, flogged by scoundrels, survives). As then new soldiers were primarily 
inner-city or rural, that divide, too, was exploited to create a new division. 
By the early 1970s, the students who had seen a way to power through the 
streets had failed and, after time enough to assuage their egos, were crawling back 
to their parents and the lucrative careers that still beckoned, becoming even greed-
ier than previous generations and as protective of their children as their parents 
had been relaxed with them. They became a nasty lot, and proud, no matter where 
they now fell on the political divide, self-righteous and self-assured and believers 
in the myth of a meritocracy whose benefits had fattened and protected them. 
But that was to come. 
Also, our culture of drugs would soon become a culture of hypocrisy, where 
laws were for others to obey. The battle against drugs would become a forever war 
that no one believed in but that made some people unbelievably rich—on both 
sides. For all the talk and all the attempts at containment, drugs became not recrea-
tion but disease, a cancer that metastasized every time it seemed to be contained, 
today's opioids are direct descendants of the weed passed around in joints between 
teenagers in dark basement rooms in 1967. 
Fifty years ago, we had visions of a future of plenty and sharing and of love. 
Those images were soon to be beaten out of us and fear was beaten into us. Today, 
we fear age and illness and the lack of a safety net beyond our own devising. We 
fear terror we've never experienced—and probably never will—and that we don't 
understand. We have become grasping and miserly and are devoid of affection for 
our fellows—even for our families. We'd rather surround ourselves with more 
guns than flowers. 
How did we get here? 
I don't know, but I am sure 1968 had a great deal to do with it. 
***** 
Though I don't remember specifically, I probably spent New Year's Eve 
babysitting. I had a number of ways of making money, though I no longer had a 
paycheck job. Mainly, though, I sold buttons and stickers and ankhs on chains, etc. 
to other kids at the high school. I had started ordering them in quantity from the 
backs of underground newspapers, I think it was, keeping some items on hand and 
taking requests for others. I don't know how much I made from any of this, but it 
was enough to keep me in books and records—and they were all I cared about. 
I doubt I thought much about the coming year as I watched television cele-
brations and waited for the parents of the sleeping children to come home. Even 
then, I knew that every day starts a new year; our markers are only conveniences. I 
knew that then as surely as I know it now. Probably, I expected to end the coming 
year thinking about, sigh, college, about graduation from Holland High and, 
though the hope was remote, of doing so with a girlfriend. That my family would 
be leaving Holland permanently didn't cross my mind—though it should have; the 
family had already moved to six different cities in my short life and I had lived in 
at least a dozen different dwellings. 
The physical arcs of the coming year would take me to Washington, DC 
where the Poor People's Campaign was well underway and where I would be 
dropped back into the multiracial world that Holland so neatly avoided. From there 
to England, then France and a job in Switzerland that I quit as soon as I felt able. 
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Next, Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia (just a week or two before a group of 
Russian tourists in tanks would arrive), Germany again, the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Brooklyn and then a new place, Clinton, NY, where my father will have taken a 
job teaching at Hamilton College. 
By the end of the year, I would be a pot-smoking young drunk with secrets 
and desires that I couldn't have imagined at its start—and, quite frankly, nary a 
clue about the new world I'd been unceremoniously dropped into.  
I could even make the argument that all I have done since—even my careers 
and my scholarship—has been an attempt to come to terms with 1968. 
Throughout the tumult, the travels and the travails, I would achieve only one 
thing by the end of the year: I finally knew what Benny Profane means close to the 
finish of Pynchon's V. when he says he hadn't learned a damned thing. 
That was my sole victory. 
 
I like examining the past for it often makes today more comprehensible and 
prepares me, I hope, for the future. At this point in this 1968 project, however, I 
was more concerned about my capacity to complete what I was setting out to do. 
Even then, as 2018 was about to start, I had no idea how this project would turn 
out, whether I would even finish it. I had some material at hand, things I had writ-
ten about some of my own experiences, but these were meager in terms of what I 
was hoping to accomplish. I set my goal, I told myself, low: If I could show the 
necessary connection between history and the historian, between the dance and 
the dancer, I would have succeeded. 
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January 1, 1968: It Begins 
 
I don’t remember if I deliberately bridged 1967 and 1968 with the mundane, 
but I am glad I did. Though we try to make benchmarks like the opening of a new 
year significant through our celebrations, they don’t really mean much. My nerv-
ousness about this project is apparent through this post. 
 
I don't remember exactly what I was doing as 1967 turned to 1968. Probably 
babysitting for a neighbor as I said in yesterday's post. I do remember a lot about 
1968, however. Of course, the particular dates of some of my own actions elude 
me, but I have recently reconstructed as many of them as I could out of the events 
recorded in the news, for I was always aware of the news. 
The posts in this series so far have generally been about 2000 words, setting 
the stage for what is to follow over the next 385 days (until January 19, 2019, the 
50th anniversary of the counter-inaugural march in Washington, DC the day be-
fore Richard Nixon took office). Through them, I've been trying to show some-
thing about both me and the times, an intro to a person and to a year. Now, the 
pace will pick up, but the entries may necessarily be shorter—I've other projects to 
complete and teaching to do. 
Some of the following posts will be about events that I hardly paid attention 
to at the time but that, in retrospect, were critical to any understanding of the year. 
To augment my memory (especially concerning these last), I will be turning to a 
number of sources, one of which is an annual volume "by the Writers, Photogra-
phers, and Editors of the Associated Press," this particular one called The World in 
1968: History as We Lived It... " It came out in early 1969. I will also be making 
use of the online archives of The New York Times and probably a variety of other 
sources. 
***** 
According to the AP book, the biggest stories of 1968 were: 
1. Apollo 8 
2. Bobby Kennedy's assassination 
3. Martin Luther King's assassination 
4. Johnson's decision not to run for re-election 
5. The presidential election 
6. The Russian invasion of Czechoslovakia 
7. The Vietnam war and the beginning of peace talks 
8. The Pueblo incident 
9. Heart transplants 
10. African American riots and black militancy. 
Looking back, I would have a somewhat different list. Apollo 8 wouldn't be 
on it at all and neither would heart transplants. Personally, I would include LBJ 
dropping out in the larger story of the election—however, I would add the Chicago 
police riots as a separate one of the ten even though they related to the election. I 
would also include the May upset in France and would add the Poor People's 
Campaign. I would rank the war as the top story, followed by the presidential elec-
tion, the two assassinations, the Russian invasion, the North Korea (Pueblo) situa-




The top left headline for the Times on this day in 1968 was "Saigon Looks to 
the New Year: Some Trust in Flowers, Others in Arms" over stories "U.S. Said to 
Press Sharply For Good Vietnam Reports" (demands from the government for 
what really is "fake news" are not new) and "Truce Disrupted by Sharp Battle," 
itself a sharp contrast. Also above the fold, "G.O.P. Leaders Say Only Rockefeller 
Can Beat Johnson," a story about an impending NYC transit strike scheduled for 
this day, a report on dissatisfaction by taxi owners over a new fare increase, and 
"World Bids Adieu To a Violent Year; City Gets Snowfall." 
The 'adieu' was, of course, premature—at least so far as violence goes. 
An editorial noted the bicentennial of the Encyclopædia Britannica, stating 
that it had "grown into one of the great ornaments of international publishing alt-
hough writing for it is no longer considered the goal of major contemporary writ-
ers." The editorial ends: "'Utility ought to be the principal intention of every publi-
cation,' the editor wrote in the preface to the first edition. The start of the third 
century of the Britannica carries on that commendable purpose." I have a set from 
the early 1930s that I inherited from my father. How recently have I looked into it? 
I don't know. Wikipedia suits most of my needs today. 
Before the digital age, newspapers had certain scheduled daily editions. For 
The New York Times, the City Edition (dated the next morning) appeared on the 
streets of Manhattan somewhere between six and seven in the evening, the Late 
City Edition some hours later (with updates through the night, depending on the 
remaining press run). Many of the stories from the Times that I will use in these 
posts will have dates a day after the events themselves, but I will include them 
with the events, not with the dates of their actual (or theoretical) appearances. 
Things that happened this day, but that would be reported next, included a transit 
labor pact for the city and action by President Johnson to control the dollar, partic-
ularly in regard to foreign investment. Two stories presage the unfolding tragedy 
in Southeast Asia, one recording 26 new American deaths in Vietnam and the oth-
er reporting Johnson's "pleasure" that the leader of Cambodia, Prince Norodom 
Sihanouk, was allowing "hot pursuit" into his country by American and South Vi-
etnamese forces chasing Viet Cong and North Vietnamese troops. 
***** 
One of the things I've learned as a student of American culture is to rely on 
the words of the time and not so much on the commentary that came after. I tried 
to do this in my book Doughboys on the Western Front: Memories of American 
Soldiers in the Great War. That book originated in a box of clippings and letters 
my great-grandmother saved while her son, my grandfather, was serving in France 
and Belgium. When we look back on the past, we change it, of course, and I want 
to keep that change to a minimum. 
Naturally, I am quite a different person, fifty years on, from the boy I was in 
1968—and that boy, as we shall see, was different as the year began from what he 
was at its end. My bias as an "old man" will shine through every entry here—it 
can't be helped—but I am also attempting to bring the feelings of the time across 
that fifty-year divide even though I have no mementos of the time itself, no diary, 
no letters, no photographs.  
Because I distrust distance, I am avoiding commentary about 1968 that was 
written too far from it (aside from my own). I will not make use of, say, Chris 
Matthews' new book on Bobby Kennedy. It is a book for our time; I'm more inter-
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ested in books of that earlier year. Because I am always fascinated by the contem-
porary, Norman Mailer, I will use (The Armies of the Night and Miami and the 
Siege of Chicago) and anything else I find while rummaging in the 1968 of popu-
lar culture. 
The use of the personal is part of my attempt to present vividly a year that 
lives, now, only inside of those of us old enough to remember it in the detritus of 
an exploding media landscaped. 
There will likely be no narrative arc in the posts that follow: Years are not 
comprehensible in the sense of story; their narratives are driven only by counters 
and our desire to establish causation and not by truth. 
 
I missed one of the biggest stories of 1968 when I wrote this post: Biafra. I 
am surprised at myself, for some two million Igbo people died during that war, 
many of them civilians who starved to death in 1968 due to a Nigerian blockade of 
the breakaway country. I am also disappointed in myself: Not only would I later 
spend four years in West Africa (though not in Nigeria), but I had a good friend 
after that, Dubem Okafor, who was a veteran of that horrible war. A fine essayist 
and poet, the trauma of his past finally caught up with him forty years later when 







January 5, 1968: The Government Strikes Back 
 
So strongly linked were the two words “Doctor” and “Spock” for those of us 
of the baby-boom generation that it took effort for many of us watching the Star 
Trek television show to call Leonard Nimoy’s character “Mister Spock.” Ours 
was a media generation that could be said to have been nursed by television. But it 
was the work of Dr. Spock that had influenced how our parents approached our 
raising. 
 
Two highly respected, nationally known figures were indicted, this day in 
1968, by a Boston grand jury for encouraging violations of the Selective Service 
laws, the draft. These were Benjamin Spock, whose Baby and Child Care sat in 
most middle-class American homes, and William Sloane Coffin, Yale University's 
chaplain. Three others were indicted, as well, but it was these who drew notice. 
The above-the-fold headline in The New York Times for January 6 simply 
states, "Spock and Coffin Indicted For Activity Against Draft." The reason was 
that they had "agreed to sponsor a nationwide draft-resistance program that would 
include disrupting the induction processes at various induction centers, making 
public appeals for young men to resist the draft and to refuse to service in the mili-
tary services and issuing calls for registrants to turn in their draft cards." Oh, hor-
rors! I cheered their actions and hoped they would not suffer real governmental 
retribution. 
The weight of the draft on young Americans, particularly young males (no 
women were subject to it) and their families, can't really be imagined today. This 
was especially true, now that the number of deaths of American soldiers in Vi-
etnam was escalating, now often above 20 a day and climbing. We couldn't plan 
our futures while the draft loomed—unless we were willing to be at least a little 
dishonest. 
The 1960s draft had changed and was changing American culture, and for the 
worse. 
Service in a war halfway around the world that resulted from no direct threat 
to the nation could never have been applauded the way service in World War II 
had been. As a result, draft dodgers were no longer looked down upon as once 
they had been. Just the opposite, in fact: Dishonesty was the acceptable way out 
for many American men from the middle class and above. Donald Trump, Joe 
Biden, George W. Bush, Dick Cheney, Bill Clinton, Dan Quayle... all of these and 
many more people down the political chain (and far beyond it) used suspicious 
means of avoiding real military service. Of presidents and vice presidents of draft 
age during the Vietnam War, only Al Gore actually served in a way that could 
have brought him into danger (George H. W. Bush was of an older generation, of 
course, and had served in combat in World War II; Ronald Reagan had not served 
at all while Jimmy Carter’s service had been in peacetime). The rest used National 
Guard service, medical deferments, student deferments, or other deferments to 
keep them safe, most of them suspicious or overdone. Since 1992, all of our ad-
ministrations have included a draft dodger at or near the top, easing the way for 




Let me be perfectly clear (as Richard Nixon liked to say): All of these presi-
dents and vice presidents used whatever means they could to get out of serving 
their country in war. They all proved willing to send others into combat, but none 
was willing to go himself. 
The scofflaw, in-it-for-themselves attitude in politics that has grown larger 
than ever from the time of the elder Bush can be traced, arguably, to attitudes to-
ward draft laws in the 1960s. Young men were applauded when bone spurs kept 
them out of the draft or something else did as a result of their own machinations. 
Service, in the eyes of the 1960s white middle class, was for other people, the 
poor, the non-white. Right-wing rocker Ted Nugent says, "So I got my notice to be 
in the draft. Do you think I was gonna lay down my guitar and go play army? Give 
me a break!" This was the attitude of ambitious young white men (and not only 
them, if truth be told, though they had the most resources) across the country—and 
it showed a complete lack of compassion for the others of their generation, espe-
cially those not quite so fortunate as they. Their ego-centrism has shaped their 
attitudes towards their entire lives and country ever since. It warped an entire gen-
eration, undercutting the ideals that had been starting to seem so important. 
Today, as I once wrote for The Public Eye magazine, "We have to reinvent 
moral and ethical standards, apply them to our own lives, and insist that we never 
reward liars, no matter how much we like them or agree with the positions they 
adopt." The moral results of draft dodging are why Trump should be opposed, and 
even Biden. They are why it was important to oppose Roy Moore in Alabama, 
even if one agreed with his politics. They have set up a milieu where you do what 
you can get away with, a milieu, yes, even leading to today's rampant sexual har-
assment by powerful men. 
We didn't lose our moral compass in the sixties because of the countercul-
ture; we lost it because of the draft. 
The lesson for me, today, is that character is important, even in politics, and 
not just political stances. Were I a Republican, I would be a Never-Trumper, if for 
no other reason than this. It is why I am still uncomfortable with the fact that I 
voted twice for Bill Clinton. 
One thing to remember: These scoundrels are not the whole of the baby-
boomer generation, though they tend to be among those with the highest media 
profiles. Many of my contemporaries are fine people who took to heart the 1960s 
lessons of the importance of community and obligations to it, who have spent their 
lives working to improve American society. Not all of us are the crass amassers of 
our political and Wall Street classmates. 
***** 
On this same day, Alexander Dubcek becomes the leader of the Communist 
party of Czechoslovakia replacing Antonin Novotny. Unlike the Spock/Coffin 
indictments, this event passes unnoticed by me, though it would have heightened 
significance in my own life this coming August. 
So unknown is Dubcek in the United States at this time in 1968 that the 
Times headline refers to him simply as a "Slovak." The story explains the reasons 
for the changeover: 
Widespread opposition to Mr. Novotny began building up several 
years ago when the country ran into a series of economic crises….  
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There were times when even the lights of Czechoslovak towns and 
villages were turned off early in the evening to save power. 
The war in Vietnam, of course, is also in the headlines, with a story about 
pressure to stop bombing the north "as a test for Hanoi." Senator William 
Proxmire of Wisconsin begins, another story tells us, what would become a years-
long quixotic campaign against Pentagon waste. 
As an editorial (dated January 6—but, remember, I'll be including the paper 
in discussion of the day before the date), the Times writes this: 
"Columbia is not a businessman." 
We could not agree more with this statement by Robert L. Strick-
man, inventor of the cigarette filter to which the university acquired title 
last summer for licensing and royalty purposes….  
Now Mr. Strickman wants to end the agreement. Marketing of the 
Strickman filter is indeed not the business of a university—whose main 
purpose is to enlighten, not light up.  
By today's attitudes towards our universities, this attitude seems, unfortunate-
ly, quaint. Today, Columbia certainly is a businessman. One of the major real-state 
players in Manhattan, it also controls an endowment of over 9 billion dollars. Its 
decisions are made with a business mindset, even as they relate to education. 
It's not just Columbia, of course, where market thinking now dominates. All 
of American higher education—no, all of America—now sees life almost com-
pletely through the lens of the marketplace. This is the triumph of "neoliberalism," 
the idea that the free rein of money speeds us to all goals, that we should be look-
ing to Wall Street for guidance, no matter our endeavors. 
In 1968, the economic trauma of 'stagflation' was still in our future. For the 
most part, we still believed in plenty and in the virtues of the professions—not as 
avenues to riches but as ends in themselves. The professions, once, were limited to 
medicine, the law, and the church, with academia falling under the umbrella of the 
church. In 1968, though their numbers had expanded (architecture and accounting, 
for example, were now professions, and academia had divorced itself from the 
church) these were still considered "callings," things higher than business, than 
concerns whose end was simply wealth. 
What also struck me when looking back at this editorial was that late 1967 
and early 1968 included the months of my first dalliance with tobacco. Only re-
cently had the U.S. Surgeon General determined that there was a definite link be-
tween smoking and lung disease, but that, for all of the publicity surrounding me 
(and there were tons of it), did not deter me. After all, at my age, at fifteen or six-
teen, we all tend to feel invulnerable. 
The percentage of smokers among adult Americans had gone down slightly 
since the first Surgeon General report in 1964, from slightly more than 40% to 
slightly less, the men smokers dropping from a little more than half to some 47%. 
My father, who had smoked Chesterfields since his days in the Army during the 
World War II, had stopped in the early sixties, probably at my mother's insistence. 
Any kid I knew who had any pretensions toward hipness, however, at least pre-
tended to smoke. 
New evidence of the dangers of tobacco or not, America was still at the 
height of its love affair with smoking. A room without ashtrays was still consid-
ered uninviting, even rude. Offices and college classrooms were filled with smoke, 
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to the point where it seeped out the transoms to linger above those walking by in 
the halls when meetings and classes were in session. Non-smoking sections in 
restaurants were all but unknown, and airplanes were only beginning to differenti-
ate. Add to that the romance of danger to lives of safety that smoking increasingly 
represented and it’s easy to understand why any young person wanting to imagine 
they lived 'on the edge' was tempted to light up. 
Smokers were still everywhere, and smoking anywhere, they believed, was 
their right. Television seemed to be driven by cigarette ads that promoted all sorts 
of advantages for the smoker. Billboards, too, and newspaper ads all told us how 
wonderful smoking was. 
Even as we lit up, we knew we were being conned, that billions were being 
made off of us by companies that cared nothing about us. The ads, even when ef-
fective, also made us laugh—and contributed to the jaded attitude toward life that 
the draft, too, was fostering. But we didn't care. 
 
On this date in 2018, I was still trying to enumerate differences with 1968—
and smoking, like the draft, is one of the most important. And I was still trying to 
get a handle on what I was doing in this project. That’s evident in the reliance on 
outside sources that I make so clear. I didn’t know if I would have enough to say 




January 6, 1968: A Campaign Shaping Up 
 
As we are seeing once more, it is almost impossible to convince people that 
their assumptions are wrong. If someone loves Donald Trump, no list of his sins is 
going to change their mind. The strategy of the McCarthy campaign was to show, 
through a commitment to peace and through love that a better way exists. You 
don’t convince anyone by shouting at them, a lesson Trump’s opponents, by the 
fall of 2019, at least, had yet to learn. 
 
We in the anti-war crowd were gliding on something of a new wind as the 
new year started—even though the news from Vietnam was getting worse each 
day. People were seriously standing up to the government. Hell, if Dr. Spock, who 
had raised us, was willing to face jail, we baby boomers certainly shouldn't shy 
from confrontation—and we weren't turning away. After years in the wilderness, 
this was exciting. 
And, of course, we now had that new focus, the McCarthy challenge to Pres-
ident Johnson that, starting this past Wednesday, now included the New Hamp-
shire primary. Things were beginning to click. Change, maybe, could really be 
possible. 
I don't remember when McCarthy bumper stickers and buttons started to ap-
pear, or quite when 'clean for Gene' started to be heard. At some point, I added the 
buttons to my little bag of items that I was selling, except I did not sell them but 
gave them away—surreptitiously, mostly, to fellow students who were intrigued 
by McCarthy but who wouldn't have dared admit it to their families. Most popular, 
soon, were the stickers in the shape of a flower, ones that would soon connect to 
the campaign through nothing more than a glance. 
In The New York Times dated January 7, 1968 but appearing on the evening 
of this day that year, there were two stories and an editorial relating to the McCar-
thy campaign. Clearly, the campaign was beginning to attract notice, which was its 
purpose. In the page 1 story, a Gallup poll is cited that gave McCarthy 12% of 
voter support, meaning some nine million people would vote for him, in a 4-way 
presidential race against Johnson, Richard Nixon and George Wallace. 
From a 50-year perspective, this is an interesting poll. Johnson would win 
with 39% over Nixon (30%), McCarthy, and Wallace (11%) with 8% undecided. 
In other words, the hardcore racists commanded about the same percentage of like-
ly voters as did the 'peace candidate,' as the poll depicted McCarthy. Johnson, 
through his civil-rights legislation, had all but ceded the south and even the less 
vehement racists to the Republicans, likely to Nixon, who was beginning to devel-
op what would soon be known as the 'southern strategy.' We tend to look back at 
the sixties as a time of huge numbers on the left opposed to what Nixon would call 
his 'silent majority' on the right—but this was not really the case. The anti-war 
movement was actually quite small in terms of the national population, through 
growing quickly now that it had now muscled into a place within the electoral pro-
cess. 
The breakdown of voters also gainsays another truism, the one that says it 
was the young who overwhelmingly supported McCarthy. Voters aged 21-29 (the 
voting age had not yet been reduced to 18) supported McCarthy much less than 
they did either Johnson or Nixon, 17% to 34 for Johnson and 31 for Nixon with 
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10% supporting Wallace. Older likely voters supported McCarthy at a rate of 
about 10%—not bad, for a candidate of insurgency though not quite as strongly as 
did the young. 
Nationally, support for Wallace was about the same across all age groups, al-
so at around 10%, showing that racism was not the purview of the older generation 
but was relatively stable across the generations. 8% of Republicans surveyed said 
they would support an independent run by McCarthy, not that different from the 
11% of Democrats. A larger percentage of independents, 14, said they would do 
the same. The anti-war movement, quite clearly, was not simply a movement with-
in the Democratic Party but, at that point, cut across party lines and ideologies. 
McCarthy, after all, was a candidate of an issue, not a party. In a news-
analysis article by E. W. Kenworthy, "McCarthy May Cause a Few Headaches" 
(an interesting headline, given what was going to come) states that: 
The Senator is not really campaigning for his party's nomination…. 
What he is doing—and it is without parallel in American politics—is 
conducting a "policy campaign." He is trying to force a change in Vi-
etnam policy because he believes U.S. involvement is "immoral." 
Oh, for someone with a similar attitude today! Though McCarthy did not 
win, though the war would continue for another seven years, McCarthy represent-
ed something positive in American politics that would be soon lost in the violence 
of assassinations and riots that would, over the next year, destroy the efficacy of 
idealism in America, making way for the right-wing resurgence that led to the 
election of Nixon, then Ronald Reagan, and now Donald Trump. McCarthy was 
opening a path to viewing politics in a way that could have relegated partisanship 
to a back seat in the electoral vehicle behind belief and also in a way quite oppo-
site to the manipulation of party to the benefit of belief that would become the 
methodology of the right. That is, for McCarthy, party was an apparatus for politi-
cal debate and not a weapon for political battle. But the gate to that path would 
soon close. 
According to Kenworthy, and he may have been right at the time, McCarthy 
saw himself as something of a stalking horse for Robert Kennedy, who was seen 
as "the only national figure who might successfully oppose Mr. Johnson." That, of 
course, would change over the following months as McCarthy gained more confi-
dence in his own chances. 
In its editorial, the Times wrote that "McCarthy was well advised to change 
his mind and enter the New Hampshire primary." As it remains, New Hampshire's 
electoral was notable for its volatility—the Times hearkened back to a 1952 "fias-
co" when Estes Kefauver "routed the better-known Truman delegation." After 
some talk about the possibility of George Romney upending Nixon, the editorial 
ends, "New Hampshire is not going to decide the nomination for either party, but 
no one should underestimate its capacity to manufacture political surprises." 
For the now nine million of us who were willing to back a peace candidate, 
the idea that so much serious attention would be paid to us after so many years 
when we were relegated to the fringe of the crazies made us even more apprecia-
tive of McCarthy than we had ever been. To those few of us who had been con-
sistently anti-war for years now, we were even more motivated now to support 
candidates to whom the goal of ending the war, and not political victory, was 
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foremost. At the time, there didn't seem a real difference between these two 
goals—but that would soon change.... 
 
Even Gene McCarthy, who had started with such idealism, running for an 
ideal and not simply for himself, soon succumbed to the ‘presidentialitice’ of the 
ego-stroked candidate. It is hard to run a race where you are constantly telling 
others that you are the one who can solve things without starting to believe a bit 






January 11, 1968: Hitchhiking 
 
Because most of these posts were written discretely and at different times for 
posting that day or the next, generally, they reflect my moods and the cultural and 
political moment and not just the day fifty years earlier. That’s something I wanted 
as part of this project and it is something that is coming home to me as I read 
through the posts as a whole. They lack the continuity of a piece published all at 
once—which is part of the reason I am adding these short intros and conclusions. 
However, I do think it important to retain the sense of the deliberate progression 
through time of the composition. 
 
One of the constants of 1968, for me, was my thumb—even in winter. Mich-
igan, Europe, and then upstate New York: my thumb propelled me around all of 
them through the end of the year. Though I knew how to drive, I wasn't licensed 
and had no car. 
There was nothing unusual in this: It was a commonplace for a youth looking 
as I did to be standing at the side of the road, leg cocked, right hand out from right 
thigh in the constant plea or, walking in the direction of traffic, bag slung over 
right shoulder, left forearm up from down elbow, thumb signaling. The image is of 
a frayed fringed jacket, faded bellbottomed jeans, a headband keeping unruly locks 
in place and worn moccasins at the other end. 
At the start of 1968, I certainly hitchhiked, but not for any great distances. By 
the end of the year, I thought nothing of being on the road for days and hundreds 
of miles. There was a great thrill to it, the starting out in the morning fresh and 
ready for, one believes, whatever might come. There was even satisfaction in the 
evening, getting somewhere—if indeed one had—and settling in to sleep. Never in 
hotels, sometimes under haystacks or, in Europe, youth hostels. Sometimes in train 
stations (bus stations weren't as inviting) or off on the edges of truck stops. If you 
were lucky, someone invited you to crash in one of the frequent way-stations of 
the wandering young of those days. There was a sense of freedom, of being in con-
trol, though one never really was, and one knew it—after all, one was completely 
dependent on others for getting from place to place. 
***** 
1968, as we would discover, fooled us all, just as hitchhikers fool them-
selves. We Americans thought we were in control, that our destinies were ours to 
contain. We were entitled to make the world into what we wanted it to be—and we 
would do so. Americans, black and white, believed that their self-righteousness 
would triumph. 
It brings tears to my eyes to look at photographs from the rallies of the time. 
At the determination, the belief, the hope and the pride.... 
At all the elements of the hitchhiker. 
Is it any wonder no one in America hitchhikes today? 
***** 
Hitchhiking, of course, provides a false sense of freedom. One imagines one 
can go anywhere, standing by the road with no timetable and no sure course. But 
the truth is, one spends most of the time going nowhere—and is at the mercy of 
every passing stranger, some of whom may travel with desires less than altruistic. 
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One does learn, on the road, but it is lessons of zero romance. One learns that even 
death can be around the corner, that life has no guarantees.  
On a more prosaic level, one learns the meaning of cold, of shivering in the 
wet and even ice to the point of losing contact with one's extremities. Yes, one 
learns the meaning of cold, true cold. Not just the wind that invades as thoroughly 
as the heat but the chill that stays glued to one's insides even in the blast of the 
heater of the cab-over Peterbilt that gently slid to a stop, its air brakes hissing to a 
slowing beat. A chill whose memory stays in one's bones until the July day when, 
once more, it is the heat that won't be refused. the true heat of standing in the sun 
by hot pavement, engines roaring by and throwing off their exhaust, heat in the 
middle of dust and haze, not merely hot but reaching into every corner of one's 
body and possessions. 
Is it any wonder I've never came to like skiing or sunbathing? 
***** 
One learns patience on the road. The true hitchhiker sticks it out, sometimes 
staying days in one place—except for forays for food, drink and relief wherever 
those might be found. After a time, we could identify each other: no fidgeting, no 
complaints, just waiting. Those who hadn't learned or never would learn were 
gone after a day or two. Most of them had been hitchhiking as a lark, anyway. I 
can still sit in bus stations, train stations, airports or anywhere, quiet while those 
around me pace with frustration. I learned this from hitchhiking.  
On some level, and I knew this, my choice of hitchhiking around Holland, 
Michigan was a deliberate, though completely unnoticed, rebuke of my class-
mates, many of whom had cars of their own or drove the family sedan. It was also 
a poke at my parents, who saw a bicycle as the natural and adequate means for a 
teenager to get around. The cars the other kids had were not theirs, not in the sense 
that they had worked for them and paid for them (or that was rarely the case); the 
freedom they represented was a gift—and one that could only be fun, fun, fun until 
Daddy takes the Stingray away. I wanted something other than that fun. I wanted 
real independence. 
At the same time, I knew that, for most of us from the middle class who 
turned to our thumb for transportation (including me—most of the time), we were 
slumming along on our entitlements. That is, we knew we would be bailed out, 
were we to be arrested, or that we could wire home for money, should we need it. 
Sometimes, we were stupid enough not to make sure the safety net was in place, as 
I would be during the summer of 1968, and the consequences of that could be cat-
astrophic. They weren't, for me—but I was lucky, though I did suffer from my 
error. 
Suffering, if that's what it was, did not stop me. Hitchhiking would be my 
mainstay transportation for the next five years. 
 
One of the reasons we could take off without money or even plans is that, in 
those days, we did not feel burdened with debt, either past or possible. If we need-
ed medical services, we could probably find a clinic that would take care of us and 
charge little. If we needed money, we could generally find something to do for a 
day or two. I’ve washed a lot of dishes and pumped a lot of gas, among many oth-
er things.  
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People weren’t so worried, at that time, about their possessions. They al-
lowed vagabonds in for a night or two. A few things go missing? Not such a big 
deal—though I never stole, I would lose quite a bit, over the next few years, to 
transients who shared whatever living space I was in. It didn’t bother me at all the 






January 15, 1968: The Movies 
 
The explosion of viewing possibilities over the last decade has obscured the 
paucity of venues for watching movies of the past. In 1968, most of us were in 
thrall to what the distributors and local theater owners decided was worthy of 
being shown. As a result, movies, like other electronic media of the time, were 
more widely shared among the population as a whole, providing common cultural 
touchstones of a sort now completely impossible to imagine.  
 
My experience with movies had taken a distinct downturn during my time at 
Arthur Morgan School then in Thailand then back to AMS (fall 1963 through 
spring 1966). The only movies I remember seeing during that time were Carousel 
at the American Cultural Center in Bangkok, The Counterfeit Traitor on a boat 
somewhere between Karachi and Aden as we made our return, and Lord Jim, 
probably in Ft Wayne, Indiana where my family was settling. 
Before AMS, however, I had been turning into something of a film buff, bi-
cycling down to the Emory Theater in Atlanta to watch as many movies as I could, 
a quarter each. I didn't care about the quality or the stars, I just liked the movies. 
From late 1961 through the summer of 1963, I must have seen dozens and dozens 
of films, many of them starring people like Jerry Lewis, Elvis Presley, Doris Day 
and Rock Hudson. Most of them, by my standards today, awful—including How 
the West Was Won, which is one of the only movies I saw elsewhere, in downtown 
Atlanta, in Cinerama. 
But I loved them all, quality notwithstanding. Still do. It would be a long 
time, though, before I would learn anything about them. 
I know now that 1967 had a better lot of movies than earlier years of the six-
ties. Still, even then, some of them, though I wanted to like them, made me roll my 
eyes—Guess Who's Coming to Dinner foremost among those, though Thoroughly 
Modern Millie, Doctor Dolittle and Camelot weren't far behind. Some, I didn't 
really understand, like The Graduate. I was just too young. I didn't see that many 
other films during the year, but I do recall The Dirty Dozen (probably my favorite, 
even though I knew it was completely ridiculous), Cool Hand Luke, To Sir, with 
Love and In the Heat of the Night. Somehow, I had missed Bonnie and Clyde. It's 
possible that it didn't even play in Holland, Michigan. 
Television broadcasts of the movies were still rare, though NBC's Saturday 
Night at the Movies had shown that the larger form could succeed on the small 
screen—beyond the "B" movies that had long been television fare. Movie produc-
ers still saw television as a threat, not as an extension of their work into another 
medium (as most of them do, today), so would deliberately create barriers to tele-
vision broadcast, including language, violence and technical details such as the 
widescreen aspect ratio that would soon lead to the much reviled 'pan and scan' 
technique of adaptation to television. At the same time, movie actors were justifi-
ably reluctant to associate themselves with TV, feeling they would find themselves 
stuck there, their status and value somehow reduced. 
The sixties had already been a tough decade for the movies. The studio sys-
tem collapsed and changed cultural mores made much of what was shown seem 
outdated. The remnants of the studios kept trying to rekindle the fire with grand 
epics and the Motion Picture Production Code kept movies from participating fully 
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in new national attitudes toward sex and its presentation. It wouldn't be until the 
seventies when new types of epic (The Godfather and Star Wars) ushered in a new 
vibrancy that benefited, also, from a new rating system that left decisions about 
racy content up to the audiences, not studio watchdogs. By 1968, however, the 
movies were beginning to come out of their shell—though the signs may have 
been few. 
Quirky movies like The President's Analyst were beginning to appear and 
Blake Edwards' Pink Panther movies were beginning to shove American comedies 
in an English direction—Peter Sellers was taking the lead in this not only through 
Inspector Clouseau but through his multiple roles in Stanley Kubrick's Dr. Stran-
gelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb. Kubrick himself, 
who was showing he could move easily between genres, was one of the only 
American directors growing in stature through a consistently high-quality body of 
work in the 1960s. Americans who cared about film were beginning to pay more 
attention to the French and Italian directors whose movies would soon become as 
influential as almost any by Americans. The great Hollywood directors who had 
survived from earlier studio age, like Alfred Hitchcock and Billy Wilder, were 
beginning to wind down their careers so the industry was casting about for any-
thing that could relieve its doldrums and bleak vision of a television-dominated 
future. 
Though its director was American, Dr. Strangelove was an English film. Its 
American success was part of a renewed American interest in all things British, 
something best exemplified by the 'British Invasion' led by the Beatles—whose 
own A Hard Day's Night and Help!, both directed by Richard Lester, also helped 
increase interest in English movies. Movies with particularly British flair popular 
in the United States included Alfie, Georgie Girl and a host of others. 
 
Almost every American would have been familiar with at least the names of 
all of the movies I mentioned here in 1968. Even if they hadn’t seen them, they 
would know something about them. There were few multiplexes in those days, most 
movies showing alone for a week, held over only if demand were particularly 
great. So, most people saw the same movies at the same time. Today’s cultural 
behemoths, the things vast numbers of Americans experience together, are Face-
book, Twitter and other social media. The movies (and television, too) have ceded 




January 19, 1968: Finding the News 
 
We complain today about narrow echo chambers of news consumption but 
do so while refusing to recognize that this has always been the case. People have 
never been willing to read or hear things they are unable to accept. They have 
always flocked to the publications that reflect their particular views. 
This, of course, is the genesis of the attempt at “balance” in news coverage. 
It was decided, quite unconsciously (though decided it was), that the best way to 
expand a news outlets base was to appeal to as many biases as possible. And to do 
so from a manufactured stance of “impartiality” amid these biases. ‘Most people 
believe that lynching is horrible but, hey, this guy was probably guilty.’  
 
The Holland Evening Sentinel, Saturday Review, I. F. Stone Weekly, Friends 
Journal. These are the periodicals that are found in our Michigan living room at 
the start of 1968. We watch the Today show at breakfast and The CBS Evening 
News at night. The Chicago radio (newly news) station WBBM-AM reaches us, 
and I listen to that late at night or when I get bored with the pop of WCFL. There 
is no National Public Radio at all, not in these days, and radio news has lost its 
status to the surge of television. 
In 1968, my family did not subscribe to Time or Life, but none of us could 
help but see them, so ubiquitous were they, especially Life, which seemed to be 
something of a photographer's heaven. The quality of its pictures was sometimes 
so high as almost to startle, 
They were startling, in fact, when the subject was something the photogra-
phers could sink their teeth in, something like the Vietnam War. 
***** 
My father tried very hard to gain information outside of the constraints of the 
American news-media behemoth the major periodicals represented. He regularly 
received minor periodicals from mainland China, always with the stamps removed 
by the U.S. government and sometimes with a printed note included, informing 
him that the documents were being delivered solely because of necessary support 
of the concept of freedom of speech but that the government did not approve. The 
hypocrisy of this was even apparent to us kids—and we all knew that not every-
thing was delivered. 
American news media, as headlines about "enemy" shelling or this-and-that 
continued to show, were never the "objective" purveyors of information they 
claimed even then. They were reporting to partisans, so had to take something of a 
partisan stance. 
The big names in journalism—almost all, at that point, in broadcast journal-
ism—had made their reputations during World War II and generally on the radio 
(there had, of course, been no TV news). They had been unabashed supporters of 
the Allies (they could have been nothing else) but also saw themselves as objec-
tive, as not subject to government guidance or censorship. They could do this 
without question as long as the government and the journalists were completely on 
the same side, as they were, when the fight was against the Germans and the Japa-
nese who were universally viewed (by Americans) as the aggressors. 
During the 1950s, the agreement between press and politicians began to fall 
apart, people like Edward R. Murrow coming to understand that American politi-
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cians needed to be challenged, not blindly supported, their networks and other 
news organizations being reluctantly pulled along behind them. Murrow and his 
generation of journalists had developed the idea of objectivity when agreement 
was easy; now, they were finding that sticking to it when goals diverge was much 
more problematic. 
Still, most American news media continued to operate on the assumption that 
the American government was, for the most part, good—and good for everyone. 
That its actions were not only for the betterment of Americans but of the world. 
There were signs of dissent, though, and indication that the journalists were begin-
ning to pay attention to other voices, such as those of Eugene Burdick and William 
Lederer, whose book The Ugly American had been a sensation a decade earlier. I 
had read it, I think, when we lived in Thailand, one of the countries the fictional 
Sarkhan is based on. I hadn't yet read Graham Greene's The Quiet American, but 
that, too, had shaken the journalist's confidence in American knowledge, generosi-
ty and competence in relation to the rest of the world. 
The naïveté and idealism of the American news media would, over the next 
few years, lead to its greatest triumphs, one of which was coverage of the Vietnam 
War. Good coverage was already happening, but it was muted by respect for the 
U.S. government. By 1968, that was starting to die. The upcoming fight with the 
government over the Pentagon Papers and then the Watergate scandal would show 
journalism at its best, but its pride in itself kept journalism from examining its own 
assumptions at the same time, especially ones such as its belief in the possibility of 
objectivity and the necessity of providing balance. 
Eventually, as a result, American journalism would become mostly show. 
That was already happening by 1968, when Chet Huntley, David Brinkley and 
Walter Cronkite were celebrities, as were Hugh Downs and Barbara Walters. But 
there was still an ethos, though eroding, making the news more important than the 
reporter. 
***** 
The political talk radio that would dominate American political discussion 
from the 1990s on did not exist in much the same way in 1968—yet it was start-
ing. I would listen frequently and with fascination to an acerbic character named 
Joe Pyne. His was a syndicated call-in show during which, it seemed, Pyne would 
go out of his way to insult his callers while promoting his right-wing political be-
liefs. I loved him because I thought he was both crazy and harmless, and I've al-
ways had a soft spot for "characters." Pyne loved to attack young leftists of the sort 
I longed to grow to become, among a wide gallery of other enemies. 
Pyne did not walk an easy road. Wounded in the leg in World War II, he later 
lost that same leg to cancer—a constant smoker, he would lose his life to it at 45. 
He was married numerous times. The anger that anchored his shows must have 
had a lot to do with the pains in his personal life. 
One story has it that Pyne once had Frank Zappa as a guest. He supposedly 
asked if his long hair didn't make Zappa a girl. Zappa responded, "Does your 
wooden leg make you a table?" 
Still, all fun aside, had I known what Joe Pyne was to make way for, I never 




When I returned to the United States from two years in Peace Corps at the 
end of 1990, one of the phenomena that struck me most was the existence of “Rush 
Rooms,” places where like-minded people could go to listen to the bigot Rush 
Limbaugh. I immediately connected him to the radio star of the 1930s Father 
Charles Coughlin and dismissed him from serious consideration. His views were 
outlandish; he was a relic of bygone attitudes with no place in a modern, global 
community. He had been a drag on America back when he was Father Coughlin, 
no less now, though he was called “Rush.” 
Americans, though, were getting sick of news media that tried to be every-
thing to everybody, all just to gather the widest audience and the greatest number 
of advertising dollars. The sanctimony they saw in their newspapers was leading 
more and more to turn away—something not lost on rightwing strategist Roger 
Ailes, who soon founded Fox News and, by stealing the words of mainstream news 
media (“fair and balanced”) stood journalism on its head. 
Trying to look at 1968 while living 2018 gave me a fresh perspective on 
American news media and led me to turn off the cable news channels I had 
watched, CNN and MSNBC. They were providing me with hysteria, not news, I 
saw when I looked at what was going on now next to what had been happening 
then. 2018 was a petty and small year and my concerns just as meager. 






January 23, 1968: North Korea and The Pueblo 
 
I suspect that most Americans in 1968—and most 50 years later—would be 
unable to distinguish between the waters off North Korea from the Gulf of Tonkin 
off Vietnam. North Korea and North Vietnam were one and the same, communist 
countries run by ‘little yellow’ people with ‘no value for human lives.’ That tens of 
thousands of Americans had died and would die in both places was no reason to 
learn more about them. 
Americans still know very little about North Korea, though tensions with that 
country continued throughout 2018 and beyond. 
 
On this day in 1968, the North Korean navy boarded and took control of the 
U.S.S. Pueblo, a converted freighter now serving the Navy in intelligence gather-
ing. The United States claimed the ship was in international waters; the North Ko-
reans disagreed. 
When it happened, I didn't think of it as meaning much, just some sort of 
holdover from a stupid war that had stalemated before I started nursery school. It 
was more of a curiosity than anything else; I certainly didn't believe the North Ko-
reans posed any threat to us and was just as certain that boat and crew would be 
sent home fairly quickly. 
Most Americans, I suspect, felt the same. 
The New York Times, however, took the incident seriously, presenting a large 
headline on the 24th, "North Korea Seizes Nay Ship, Holds 83 on Board as U.S. 
Spies; Enterprise Is Ordered to Area." The U.S.S. Enterprise, the first nuclear-
powered aircraft carrier in the U. S. Navy, was escorted by two destroyers. The 
Neil Sheehan story stated that: 
Military sources said Commander [Lloyd Mark] Bucher [the captain 
of the Pueblo] had radioed earlier [than the boarding by North Korea] that 
he was destroying his secret electronic equipment. 
According to the recounting in the AP's The World in 1968: 
It was an astounding piece of international business. Not only had 
North Korea dared to challenge a great power, with 17 times her popula-
tion and 78 times her area; she had flouted… a live-and-let-live policy on 
electronic eavesdropping. 
Fifty years later, and North Korea continues its challenges, flummoxing the 
United States, no matter who is leading it. 
***** 
In another front-page story in the Times, a Marine buildup of 50,000 troops at 
Khe Sanh (then referred to by the Times as Khesanh) is reported as occurring 
"amid indications that one of the major battles of the Vietnam war may be in the 
offing." Reporter Charles Mohr wrote, "The nearness of the enemy forces made 
itself evident when the unmistakable sound of a bulled striking a fuselage rang out 
as a transport plane glided in to land at the Marine base here." 
The war was about to enter a new phase. Those of us who had been paying 
attention to Vietnam (as my family had, for almost four years) knew this, knew 
bad things were coming. Anyone just starting to follow the war knew it, too—it 
was all right there, even in The New York Times. The mess American blunders had 
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been making in Vietnam had long been evident to anyone willing to face them. 
Problem was, few were. 
When people don't want to believe something, they won't, not even when 
forced to look at it, full face. They have to be given at least a semblance of a rea-
son they can accept before even considering change. At this point, few Americans 
had been given that reason, and even fewer in the government. Sure, there was a 
growing antiwar sentiment, but it had pretty well reached its limits—in the situa-
tion as it was. 
What the politicians did not understand, or were unwilling to understand, was 
that the situation could not stay as it was. The frustration, for those of us who 
knew full well what was coming (one of the reasons we were part of the antiwar 
movement was that we could see it), was that everyone else preferred to believe 
that the United States could continue to stumble about without undue damage. 
If we had managed to find a copy of The New York Times for the day before 
(that was the best we in the hinterlands could hope for: it would generally only be 
available a day or two later than its date), we would have seen a headline on the 
restoration of Ford's Theater in Washington, DC, two stories on New York state 
taxes (not much interest to those of us in Michigan) and, to the far right, "18 Ma-
rines Killed As Enemy Shells Camp Near Laos." 
Those of us who knew what that meant knew that such headlines were soon 
to get more common and the numbers in them larger. What angered us was our 
inability to convince anyone else. Eerily, in 2018, we face a similar situation of 
willful ignorance by a part of the population and of the executive branch of the 
government, one whose consequences could be even worse than those of the Vi-
etnam War. 
***** 
The Times stories being prepared for publication in the edition for January 23 
include one by Tom Buckley, "Allied Force Withdraws Into Kehsanh Stronghold." 
This was likely one of the first times Americans, even if generally just those in 
New York City, had heard of Khe Sanh or Danang, but they would hear of it again 
tomorrow, and then again and again until it became seared into the American con-
sciousness. It may even have been mentioned on the network news this night, but I 
have no way to determine that. Buckley wrote that, when U.S. Marines and local 
militiamen pulled back into Khesanh, “hundreds of villagers boarded helicopters 
for Danang.” 
Reading this can elicit almost a feeling of nausea today in the stomachs of 
those of us who remember the war, for the pattern so quickly described is the one 
that would be repeated over and over right up to and including the fall of Saigon 
over seven years later. The pattern of defeat had been established; the war was 
already lost. The thousands and thousands and thousands of deaths to come were 
unneeded. 
As those of us protesting the war, again, already knew. As the government 
should have known—and may have known—continuing the war was meant not for 
winning in Vietnam but to win elections at home. They, be it Johnson and his 
Democrats or Nixon and his Republicans, knew that a base could always be rallied 
in support of war. They knew this with the certainty that Trump knows he can 
count on his base, today. That means that only fifteen or twenty percent of the 
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population had to be swayed in their direction, and they felt confident—Trump 
feels confident—in their ability to do that. 
 
There’s a certain irony to the failed summit between Trump and Kim in Feb-
ruary 2019—it was held in Hanoi, the capitol of united Vietnam. The Vietnam 
War, at least, is over and done with. Would that we could say the same about the 
Korean Conflict. 
Would that we could say the same about Turkey and the Kurds in Syria, 






January 31, 1968: The Tet Offensive 
 
The horror of Tet as it unfolded made me (like millions of others) a news ad-
dict for life. It also affirmed something that many of us have since forgotten, espe-
cially those who would like the United States to retreat behind walls, removing 
itself from the rest of the world: recognition that the U.S. cannot exist alone, that 
all of us need to recognize that we live equally in a global village. 
We baby boomers had been raised in a world dominated by the United 
States, and have lived through its declining centrality with concern. Today, unable 
to see our country controlling the world as once it imagined it could, we are re-
treating rather than changing—the opposite of what we hoped for in the initial 
aftermath of the Vietnam War. 
 
Tet. One of the most vile experiences a country can have is to watch itself 
destroy its young—half a world away and on the evening news. And, also right 
under its nose, its youth turning away in disgust from what their leaders are com-
manding.  
Tet. It was the real start of 1968, the first step down into a madness unlike 
anything the country had experienced since the Civil War and its Jim Crow fallout.  
Tet. The divisions it exposed and opened wide have never been closed. 
Watching it was horrible... and that was about all most of us Americans 
could do: watch. 
For most us, the first sign of this disaster which would soon come to be 
called the "Tet Offensive" came in news stories the day before this one in 1968. 
"Vietcong Attack 7 Cities; Allies Call Off Tet Truce" ran the headline in The New 
York Times. It was the radio and the evening news, however, which would have 
been the first to tell us the story.  
The additional news this day came as a shock: Even the heavily guarded U. 
S. Embassy compound had been attacked and penetrated. The Vietcong and North 
Vietnamese who, we had been constantly reassured (though we on the antiwar side 
had never believed it), were very near collapse, proved they were anything but 
defeated. They showed that, no matter the great power of the United States, they 
could even win. 
Even if the news of the Tet attacks was a surprise, you didn't have to have 
any special knowledge of the war or of Southeast Asia to have known that some-
thing like this was coming, though maybe not when—unless, of course, you be-
lieved the rosy forecasts of the generals (something no one I knew did). The esca-
lating number of deaths of American soldiers over the past months had made it 
clear that "we" weren't winning and that we were already witnessing horror with 
no meaning, no purpose. 
This new set of attacks only added another concern on the part of those of us 
who opposed the war: Not only was it immoral and outside of our national best 
interests, but it was now, more clearly than ever, unwinnable—by the U.S., that is. 
But our government, along with a huge percentage of the population, refused 
to see this obvious truth. And that, coupled with the deaths this willful ignorance 
was causing, was making us, as a nation, crazy—as the rest of the year (and the 




If you define "crazy" as doing the same thing over and over again and ex-
pecting a different result each new time, the government and its supporters were 
already nuts. Now, faced with an intolerable reality, the rest of us were joining 
them—setting the stage for the insanity to follow throughout 1968 and beyond. 
The headline in the Times for today in 1968 was bigger that that of the previ-
ous day: "Foe Invades U.S. Saigon Embassy; Raiders Wiped Out After 6 Hours; 
Vietcong Widen Attack on Cities." Those of us clear-eyed (there was no objective 
middle: U.S. involvement in Vietnam was wrong) about U.S. involvement in Vi-
etnam (and there were millions of us—don't get me wrong, it took no special in-
sight to see what was happening) collectively gripped the arms of our chairs and 
thought, "Here it comes." We didn't want this roller-coaster, but we knew, at least, 
that we were on it. 
Tom Buckley, a correspondent for the Times, wrote about his experience that 
first day of the Tet Offensive, giving just a hint of the chaos that must have been 
Saigon: 
As the fighting raged, this correspondent was pinned down for 15 
minutes…  
The bodies of at least two American military policemen lay perhaps 
50 yards away. Vietcong and civilian dead also sprawled on the side-
walk.... 
It bears repeating: This disastrous fighting (though the U.S. would dominate 
it) would be the wedge that would, eventually, pry open American eyes to the un-
folding disaster that had been U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia for years. Still, 
the vast majority of Americans, at that time, still supported their country's "mis-
sion." Millions would, even as, over the ensuing years, the bankruptcy of U.S. 
policy in Vietnam became increasingly obvious.  
If that were possible. 
We are seeing that same willful ignorance today, as millions of Americans 
refuse to acknowledge the drift toward authoritarianism our current government 
represents. 
It bears repeating, also, that there were other millions who, even by 1968, 
had recognized the dishonesty and destruction of a military foreign policy that was 
carrying on through its own momentum, logic and ideals cast aside. The 2017 
movie The Post, while telling the important story of that newspaper's shout when 
the Times was gagged for publishing the Pentagon Papers, elides the fact that what 
was published was not new in 1971, that it had not been new in 1968 or even 
1965. Nor does it tell us that it was not this information that changed American 
opinions about the war, but was the body bags and the returning soldiers, many of 
them shattered, emotionally and physically, by this war, who had been arriving 
back home in ever-increasing numbers even well before the start of the Tet Offen-
sive. 
Those of us who understood what was happening had the feeling of living in 
a surreal tragedy that we were helpless to alter—much as another generation 
would feel in the aftermath of 9/11, another time when the facts said one thing 
while the majority of politicians and people believed another. Much as we're feel-




There's no virtue and no joy in being right in situations like these, only an 
overwhelming sadness at the loss the wrong is achieving. 
In the AP's The World in 1968, the start of the Tet Offensive is described, 
giving a hint of the surprise it brought even to those who had expected it: 
Seldom if ever was a military truce smashed so utterly, so brutal-
ly…. The attacks were not hit-and-run raids in the familiar guerrilla pat-
tern…. By intelligence estimates, perhaps 60,000 men were thrown into 
the action, an astonishing display of strength. 
With little we could do to stop this horror, Americans, no matter how they 
felt about the war, were glued to their television screens for the nightly newscasts 
which were now bringing graphic moving images of the conflict straight into our 
homes with an immediacy and a frequency unimagined even a decade earlier. 
There were no 24-hour cable news channels (there was no cable) to show us the 
same videos over and over as there are today, only that half-hour nightly of fresh 
images of destruction. Breaking news came through the radio, generally simply a 
headline, film and photos from the day both aired on television, with details arriv-
ing through the daily papers and then analysis through the magazines. It was a 
different process; the images, though fewer and seen more briefly, were perhaps 
more powerful than those on the news today. In any event, just as we are today, we 
were largely passive—even though our sources of news came to us and affected us 
in quite different ways. 
Except for the few marquee events like the Pentagon march in late 1967, 
most protests against the war up to that time were small and ill-attended, amateur-
ish though the passion and concern behind them was real and strong. The reactions 
of the Americans who saw us with our signs and pamphlets were often quite nega-
tive (very similar to those of Trump supporters today when they see their leader 
criticized). We longed to be doing something positive, something more than simp-
ly yelling into deliberately deafened ears that this war was not just wrong but a 
cascading disaster. Our frustration was that nothing we did seemed to have any 
impact. 
That is part of why, of course, we were turning so eagerly to Gene McCarthy, 
why he was becoming so important to us, just then. By backing him, we could 
already see that we were coalescing into a movement with a goal that most Ameri-
cans could understand even if they did not like it—and that more were joining us 
than we possibly could have expected. We were, in fact, even  starting to have 
hope amid growing catastrophe. 
This movement, now, was not just about the stopping of a war but for the 
election of a candidate (though few of us had any illusion he could win), part of 
the American tradition. McCarthy also allowed us to reach out positively to each 
other and to believe that, even if we could not win, we could now have that impact 
we had so long desired on the decisions made within the government of the United 
States. 
After all, we still believed in the system and the process, and believed in the 
impact of minority voices in Congress. We were, at least in the early months of 
1968, still dedicated to the ideas incorporated into the U. S. constitution. 
In line with that, it's important to emphasize that the McCarthy campaign was 
not, at this point, anything of a third-party movement. We still believed that we 




Even though we knew that the Tet Offensive was an unfolding disaster from 
its very first moment, even though we had known for a long time that something 
like it was coming, we in the antiwar movement held our idealism tightly, believ-
ing we could change the American strategy through logic and compassion. Yes, 
we could act cynically about the forces who supported the war (especially Wall 
Street) but, we still thought, the validity of our case being so obvious, that we 
could succeed if we could make that case carefully and in the right forum. 
What we did not understand was that the same case we were arguing had al-
ready been made—and we should have, for it was obvious—and had been reject-
ed. Not simply because of other agendas (like business profit) but because of an 
obstinate unwillingness to be wrong. It made us cry, this unwillingness to change 
course; it enfolded us into the craziness. 
For people were dying to prove that might makes right and little we were do-
ing was stopping it. 
 
The United States has always been divided. Just look back at the pattern of 
Electoral College results going back almost to the founding and you will see it. 
The division exploded into the Civil War and was held at bay by the north’s tacit 
acceptance of Jim Crow and two world wars that provided reason for at least 
temporary cohesion. 
The split widened in 1968 and has not narrowed since. Tet was the after-
shock that made us aware of the damage that past earthquakes were still doing, 
and that foreign involvement could no longer bridge the divides at home. Tet re-
duced Americans to us-against-them at home in a way not seen even during the 
strife of the Civil Rights Movement.  
In fact, we actually thought we were beginning to recover from that through 




February 1, 1968: Richard Nixon Declares for  
President 
 
Tet elected Richard Nixon. Tet, therefore, can claim responsibility for the 
downfall of the United States. Yes, we’d had malicious presidents before—
including Lyndon Baines Johnson—but nobody was ever quite as mercenary about 
it as Nixon. He even taught his intimates to be racist, to use racism in talking to 
him, at least. “To see those monkeys from those African countries, damn them. 
They are still uncomfortable wearing shoes,” said Reagan in attempt to butter up 
Nixon after a negative United Nations vote in 1971.  
Reagan may have put forward a surface inclusivity—his daughter Patty Da-
vis would claim, after tape of this conversation was released in 2019, that her fa-
ther stressed racial equality at home—but, like for so many white Americans, there 
remained a core of racism that could come out when in the company of others 
clearly racist. And Richard Nixon certainly was. 
 
In 1968, Richard Milhouse Nixon had been part of the American political 
landscape my entire life. I particularly remember making a sign against him in the 
fall of 1960 and parading with it up and down SW 5th Street in Richmond, Indi-
ana. I had first cut apart a couple of Nixon bumper stickers and then had pasted 
them on the board I had also cut as "NIX ON NIXON." I was rightfully proud of 
the result. But my Uncle Sully, who was visiting and who had helped me nail a 
pole to the sign, warned me that most people wouldn't get it, and would just see 
my sign as a support for Nixon. Chastened, I got out some Kennedy stuff my par-
ents had, cut out a picture, and glued that on, too. 
My class at Joseph Moore Elementary School held a mock election the day 
before the real one that November in 1960 and Nixon and Kennedy came out tied. 
I was shocked: I had thought everyone was for Kennedy. I mean, who couldn't be? 
For the first time in my life, I became aware that America was much more compli-
cated than the relatively simple world of the Quaker left I was growing up in. If 
the mock election had been held in the Clear Creek Meeting House over on the 
Earlham College campus and among the members and attenders there, I doubt 
Nixon would have received a tenth of the support he saw in my school.  
Though he was from a Quaker background and was related to the family por-
trayed in The Friendly Persuasion, Nixon was not very popular among Friends. 
Though I was still so very young two years later, just about to turn eleven, I 
remember Nixon's next run for office and his "You don't have Nixon to kick 
around any more, because, gentlemen, this is my last press conference" statement 
after losing the gubernatorial race in California.  
Whatever else one might think of him, Nixon had a commanding presence. 
Even us kids knew of his 1952 "Checkers" speech and his reference to his wife's 
"Republican cloth coat." 
No one was much surprised when he entered the presidential race this day in 
1968. After all, he had been positioning himself for the run for years now and was 




Nixon announced his campaign for the Republican nomination through a let-
ter distributed this day (though dated January 31, 1968) to the "Citizens of New 
Hampshire." In it, he wrote: 
In 1968, your responsibility is greater than ever. The nation is in 
grave difficulties, around the world and here at home. The choices we 
face are larger than any differences among Republicans or among Demo-
crats, larger even than the differences between the parties. They are be-
yond politics. Peace and freedom in the world, and peace and progress 
here at home, will depend on the decisions of the next President of the 
United States. 
For these critical years, America needs new leadership. 
During fourteen years in Washington, I learned the awesome nature 
of the great decisions a President faces. During the past eight years I have 
had a chance to reflect on the lessons of public office, to measure the na-
tion's tasks and its problems from a fresh perspective. I have sought to 
apply those lessons to the needs of the present, and to the entire sweep of 
this final third of the 20th Century. 
And I believe I have found some answers. 
If I ever read this letter in 1968, which I doubt I did, I certainly dismissed it 
as meaningless. This was not a man I would ever expect to grow or change, though 
he would quickly be billing himself as the "new" Nixon (if he were not already 
doing so). This was a man who had exploited partisan differences for his own ben-
efit since the start of his career. He was clearly a mean and driven man; that was 
not going to change. 
None of us who supported McCarthy would be tempted to turn Republican 
and support Nixon. He knew that and had written us off, though still claiming to 
be moving beyond politics to represent all Americans. But that, as we knew, was 
simply part of his effort to shut us up. He was only pretending to be for some of 
the same things we were—including an end to the war. He would even claim a 
secret plan for ending the war though, of course, he had none. 
The lessons of Nixon's successful strategies, as we all know today, have been 
helping crass politicians ever since. 
 
When Nixon was forced to resign six-and-a-half years later, we thought the 
days of corrupt and racist presidential politics were over. They weren’t, of course, 
and it is the example of Nixon that has dominated politics in the United States ever 
since. ‘Win at any cost’ be came the mantra of the Republican Party and the con-




February 4, 1968: Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
When Al Sharpton tries to take the high moral ground, I always think back to 
how he refused to take responsibility for his actions in relation to Tawana Brawley 
who had falsely claimed to have been raped by four white men in 1987. There was 
always a great deal of doubt concerning her story, but Sharpton saw it as a way to 
fame and ran with it. He never recanted or admitting any wrongdoing at all, a 
strategy more like those of Donald Trump than his putative hero, Dr. King. Sharp-
ton even refused to pay a judgment against him stemming from the case, eventual-
ly allowing supporters to do it for him. Dr. King, whatever flaws he did, in fact, 
have, would never have done the same. 
This is what we’ve come to since the time of King: Even for moral leader-
ship, all we have to turn to are the corrupt and the venal. 
 
In February of 1968, Martin Luther King, Jr. was real. He was not statues or 
street names or sermons or letters in books or arguments over political leanings; he 
was part of our lives. He was hated by many, even many within the government 
where FBI head J. Edgar Hoover exerted much influence (and deliberately tried to 
sabotage King). To many Americans, he was no person to honor but was a threat 
to their 'way of life.' 
Yet, for those of us on the progressive side of the American divide, King was 
one of our anchors, our heroes. Now that he was clearly in the antiwar camp (he 
had been for months), he was more important than ever. Not only was he fighting 
racism and poverty, but he was on the side of those who wanted to turn ours into a 
benevolent nation abroad as well as at home. He was helping us believe in the best 
of America even while we were experiencing its worst. 
I have no idea when I first heard of Dr. King, but it had to have been some 
years before the famous "I Have a Dream" speech of 1963 when I was eleven. I 
remember that march (though I did not attend) and remember its importance as 
being composed of marchers both black and white. People from our white Quaker 
meeting out on Ponce de Leon Avenue had gone to Washington, DC to be part of 
something along with black brethren that I, for one, rarely saw (Atlanta was almost 
completely segregated; most of the blacks we whites saw were domestic workers, 
and I saw very few of those). 
On this day in 1968, King preached at his father's church, the Ebenezer Bap-
tist Church in a part of Atlanta distinct from where we had lived. He preached a 
sermon titled "The Drum Major Instinct." I don't remember it specifically, but I do 
remember its sentiments and remember them in connection with Dr. King and 
remember thinking about the message. He defined the drum major instinct as the 
desire "to be important, to surpass others, to achieve distinction, to lead the pa-
rade." He went on: 
Now the presence of the drum major instinct is why so many people 
are "joiners." You know, there are some people who just join everything. 
And it's really a quest for attention and recognition and importance. And 
they get names that give them that impression. So you get your groups, 
and they become the "Grand Patron," and the little fellow who is hen-
pecked at home needs a chance to be the "Most Worthy of the Most Wor-
thy" of something. 
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That strikes me of true now, just as it did then—and it explains part of the at-
traction of the Tea Party and even of Donald Trump. After detailing other exam-
ples, King moved on to this: 
And then the final great tragedy of the distorted personality is the 
fact that when one fails to harness this instinct, he ends up trying to push 
others down in order to push himself up. And whenever you do that, you 
engage in some of the most vicious activities. You will spread evil, vi-
cious, lying gossip on people, because you are trying to pull them down 
in order to push yourself up. And the great issue of life is to harness the 
drum major instinct. 
For obvious reasons, it's sad to read this sermon today, sadder, even, than in 
1968, for what King preached is more obviously true right now (and not simply 
because Trump is such an obvious example) than it was back then—and things 
should have changed at least a little over half a century.  
Most frustratingly: 
the poor white has been put into this position, where through blind-
ness and prejudice, he is forced to support his oppressors. And the only 
thing he has going for him is the false feeling that he’s superior because 
his skin is white—and can't hardly eat and make his ends meet week in 
and week out. 
The white supremacists of today shouting "Trump, Trump" are those who 
King was talking about, so long ago—or, rather, their spiritual grandparents. 
Again, too little has changed. 
When Dr. King gets to the heart of his point, he cuts into what has become 
the Make America Great Again ethos once again threatening to destroy us (Trump 
is nothing new; he has simply gotten further than those who went before): 
But this is why we are drifting. And we are drifting there because 
nations are caught up with the drum major instinct. "I must be first." "I 
must be supreme." "Our nation must rule the world." And I am sad to say 
that the nation in which we live is the supreme culprit. And I'm going to 
continue to say it to America, because I love this country too much to see 
the drift that it has taken. 
God didn't call America to do what she's doing in the world now. 
God didn't call America to engage in a senseless, unjust war as the war in 
Vietnam. And we are criminals in that war. We’ve committed more war 
crimes almost than any nation in the world, and I'm going to continue to 
say it. And we won't stop it because of our pride and our arrogance as a 
nation. 
But God has a way of even putting nations in their place. The God 
that I worship has a way of saying, "Don't play with me." He has a way of 
saying, as the God of the Old Testament used to say to the Hebrews, 
"Don’t play with me, Israel. Don't play with me, Babylon. (Yes) Be still 
and know that I'm God. And if you don't stop your reckless course, I'll 
rise up and break the backbone of your power." And that can happen to 
America. 
Hearing this was a relief to the people in the antiwar movement. Not only did 




We are drifting, morally, today in many of the same ways we were drifting 
morally in 1968, and for many of the same reasons. The difference is that, today, 
we haven't the leadership that gave us hope, at least, back then. 
We argue today about who Dr. King was and what he meant, but we rarely 
do so with his own words at hand. In 1968, at least for the first few, short months, 
he was at hand. We miss, today, his clarion, his clear presentation of where we go 
wrong and how we can go right. 
 
The lack of effective moral leadership in the United States today can only be 
traced in part to the strength of social media or to its manipulation by propagan-
dists. It also comes from a substitution of the dollar for ethical compass, a substi-
tution that began long ago but that was completed sometime, I think, in the 1990s. 
The so-called triumph of capitalism seemed to have given people license to re-
place everything, even religion, with money. Or to infuse everything, even religion, 
with the quest for money. 






February 7, 1968: Saving Vietnam 
 
Though we’ve had plenty of wars since Vietnam, we Americans have experi-
enced nothing like it since. Part of that is because warfare has changed, but most 
of it comes from the lessons learned during Vietnam—about how to manage the 
public image of a war. 
Not a lesson we should have learned. 
There were no ‘imbedded’ journalists in Vietnam. The reporters and photog-
raphers could go pretty much where they wished and so were much harder to ma-
nipulate that reporters covering more recent wars.  
Coming off the experience of World War II, the military in Vietnam, at first 
at least, assumed it would have support from the press. When that was not com-
pletely forthcoming, when what there was of it began to erode, the military brass 
and governmental bigwigs did not know how to react. Now, they are ready for 
hostile press coverage and know how to forestall it. 
In other words, press coverage of war is much more highly and effectively 
controlled today than it was in 1968. 
I wish other lessons, other things had been taken to heart instead. 
 
“It became necessary to destroy the town to save it.” 
Peter Arnett wrote about what happened at Ben Tre in South Vietnam this 
day in 1968, quoting the words of an unnamed American officer. Together, the 
words would become one of the most famous lines about the war, exposing the 
lack of clear thought behind the horror, the arrogance and the devastation that we 
Americans were foisting on a country where, really, we had no interest, and that 
we were doing this in support of a regime that had no resonance with our supposed 
political ideals. 
I can't tell what most Americans were thinking during those days of the Tet 
Offensive and soon after, for I was surrounded primarily by those who already 
thought the war both crazy and inexcusable. Yes, there were plenty of supporters 
of the war around, but I was not with them during the evening news and its bloody 
footage when even some of them began to doubt the wisdom of the national 
course. I can only speak for those us who were already active in the antiwar 
movement, though I was no leader, no important player. Along with everyone else, 
pro-war or anti, however, I watched the news each night. For those of us who un-
derstood what had already been going on, the nightmare visions about the war 
were suddenly coming home in graphic video footage while we grasped the arms 
of our chairs and our outrage mounted. 
For all Americans, no matter their views on the war, what we were seeing 
was painful, was searing. No one liked it; no one cheered. During the day, we an-
tiwar folk were energized more and more by our anguish; we were given new ur-
gency in our work spreading the news about Gene McCarthy who, through our 
support, we thought could influence the government to stop this disaster from con-
tinuing. 
We were seeing our movement growing, but progress was too slow and al-
ways difficult. In other circumstances, we might have been heartened by any 
growth at all, but the events behind our new grass-roots political success were 
hurting us just as much as they did any other Americans. At night, we cried in 
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front of our televisions, real tears of rage, knowing this did not have to be happen-
ing, should not be happening. These were our soldiers, too, after all, our friends, 
sons and classmates. We did not hate them (that is a myth soon concocted by the 
right for its own ends) but detested the enterprise that had been forced upon them. 
My memories of Tet and the escalated fighting are tinged with memories of 
disbelief—not in what was happening (that, as I've said, had been expected) but in 
the reactions to it. Yes, more people were waking up to the reality of the disaster, 
but the majority of Americans maintained a surreal attachment to the lies now be-
ing disproved. Like most opposed to the war, I couldn't imagine that so many 
could not see what was so clear, what was in front of their eyes every evening on 
all three networks. 
We of the baby-boomer generation had already known quite a number of sur-
real moments. Looking up at the gum-marbled undersides of our desks during 
'duck and cover' exercises—this, after having seen film of Hiroshima and Nagasa-
ki, after knowing that an inch of plywood cold not save us—was but one. The 
Kennedy assassination had been another. This, though, was something different. 
we were watching, each night, a slow-motion train wreck that could still be avert-
ed, strangely enough, before it got even worse still. But nothing was being done. 
Our feelings of helplessness were intense. 
Did I say train wreck? Maybe a better image is of that footage of a bridge 
about to collapse, cars bouncing high on it as it flipped up and then down again, 
people running, trying to get to safety. Or it is one of those hundred-car pile-ups 
on an icy interstate, each new car appearing over the hill and trying to avoid the 
mess, wavering, skidding and adding to it. 
The whole thing was insane, the same thing happening over and over yet 
with the onlookers expecting different results. "It became necessary to destroy the 
town to save it." Can there be any statement crazier than that? Yet it kept going, 
nobody applying the brakes, everybody in the drivers' seats believing the road 
ahead was clear. 
Two above-the-fold headlines and the photo in The New York Times for this 
day dealt with Vietnam: "Foe, Using Tanks First Time, Mauls Outpost near DMZ 
[DeMilitarized Zone]"; "Saigon Infiltration Rising; Marines Advance in Hue." The 
photo showed children fighting a fire in Saigon caused by an air strike. In the first 
story, Tom Buckley reported that nine Soviet tanks had been identified as part of 
the attack on Khe Sanh (reported as "Khesanh") and the area around it that had 
been on-going since the middle of January. Khe Sanh was already becoming em-
blematic of the heartbreak of U.S. policy in Vietnam. 
Nothing but death would ever be gained. Backed by the tanks, as would be 
reported by the Times on February 8, the Langvei camp near Khe Sanh is being 
over-run this day. 
In Hue, at the heart of the Tet Offensive, American troops are beginning to 
push toward regaining control of the city: 
Their advances were the best in seven consecutive days of fighting. 
By late tonight, the marines held about 30 blocks of the city and about 
half a mile of the sparsely populated fringe area, compared with 16 
blocks and the fringe area of the south side of the Huong River yesterday. 
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Hue and Khe Sanh: These were already becoming places who names would 
be seared into the American psyche, burning for a generation in the afterglow of 
television images. 
 
George Orwell would have grimaced at the distancing passive voice of the 
quote opening this post. The speaker removed himself from his statement. Not even 
he, surely, could have countenanced the direct, “We destroyed the town to control 
it.” 
We make a fetish, today, of our military. “Thank you for your service,” is 
commonly heard—something you almost never hear said to teachers, medical pro-
fessionals, public defenders, Peace Corps volunteers or any of the many others 
who have chosen paths putting the good of the whole over individual gain. Not 
even police and firefighters get the same fawning recognition. This results from 
the beating liberals took in the wake of Vietnam, when strategists on the right de-
liberately linked antiwar attitudes with anti-soldier ones—which was not, as I 
have said, the case but was most certainly a political ploy. Liberals did not know 
how to respond except by going out of their way to bow to veterans. 
All of this might be acceptable if the United States had begun giving veterans 
something more than a thanks. Veterans’ services in this country are abysmal—
and that’s at least as much the fault (if not more) of politicians claiming huge sup-
port for our soldiers as it is the fault of anyone on the left. 






February 8, 1968: George Wallace for President? 
 
Matters of race were important not only to my country in 1968 but to my 
family. Yet, our interaction with African Americans, even now that we lived in the 
north, was minimal, so segregated was the country. One of the reasons I read so 
many black writers was that I saw the culture and lives of African Americans as a 
great unknown, one I had seen often enough without being able to enter. I had 
read John Howard Griffin’s Black Like Me with great interest when we lived in 
Atlanta, for I wanted, even at a young age, to be able to understand the experienc-
es of this culture next door that I was kept from. At the same time, I felt there was 
something vaguely dishonest about darkening one’s skin for such a purpose, 
though I did recognize that we whites had a crying need to better understand this 
“other” that was all up in our lives (especially in the south, blacks were in and out 
of whites’ homes while whites rarely ever entered those of blacks) while we whites 
pushed away experience and knowledge of black culture.  
Wait! “Pushed away”? It was worse than that. Not only did white American 
culture want to know nothing about black culture, but it wanted to destroy it. 
Or much of it did. 
 
George Wallace, segregationist par excellence, declares himself as an inde-
pendent candidate for president on this day in 1968. 
Probably last Christmas, at the end of 1967, maybe the upcoming Easter, we 
visited my grandparents in Lenoir, North Carolina, where my mother had grown 
up and where I have always felt most at home. At a family dinner, politics arose, a 
touchy subject then just as it is now. At one point, as presidential candidates, de-
clared and not, were discussed, my grandfather slammed the table with his fist, 
dishes jumping, silverware clattering. 
"No one in my family will vote for George Wallace," he announced to his 
stunned descendants. 
Not that anyone eligible would have. But we were still shocked—by the out-
burst, not the cause. 
My grandfather was as conservative as they come. As a businessman, he had 
hated FDR during the thirties (at first), and he wanted all governments away from 
his activities. As the grandson of two Confederate veterans of the Civil War, he 
had emotional reasons for wanting the federal government kept even further away. 
Yet Wallace was beyond the pale for him. The type of racism the former Alabama 
governor symbolized was not something he could stomach. 
At that point, racism and conservatism were not yet one and the same. Nor 
were all racists the same. As an insurance agent, my grandfather had succeeded 
because he treated all people, including blacks and poor whites, the same. He 
made sure all legitimate claims were paid and treated all of his clients with respect. 
He knew their names, visited their homes (black or white) and aided them with the 
same attention he gave his richer clients. He had grown up in nearby Wilkes Coun-
ty, leaving (or so he later told my uncle) because he got tired of staring at the south 
end of a north-bound mule. Having pulled himself up, he did not want to live with 




I had better be a little more clear: Not only did he not want to live around 
poor whites, but he didn't want to live with African Americans, not even those who 
had pulled themselves up. He would respect them, treat them with dignity, but live 
next door? I suspect he was even in favor of integrated public schools, for school 
was meant for everyone and anyone who didn't like that and had enough money 
could send their children elsewhere. He knew the results of segregation, but he 
also felt he ought to be able to reserve the right to live with "his own." 
His racism, in other words, was complicated. And it had little to do with his 
politics. 
One of the reasons for his outburst against Wallace, I am sure, is that Wallace 
was combining the two, racism and politics, and my grandfather thought that was a 
crass and opportunistic relic of the past, that we had had enough problems with 
race in politics in America since the founding of the country, and that it was time 
we moved beyond that. Civil-rights legislation had been passed; live with it. 
His attitude, thanks to political exploitation over the years since, has dwin-
dled in America, though racism hasn't. 
Once, white people who believed as my grandfather did were common. In 
fact, I think there were many white southerners who felt the same way even in 
1968. This was before the invention of the Republican 'southern strategy,' before 
the American right had realized it could corral a racist base (the ten to fifteen per-
cent who supported Wallace) in such a way that they could manage victory 
through a minority of the rest of the country—and even, as we are seeing today, 
through a minority overall. 
Wallace himself understood the power of his base (the same base, though 
now doubled in size through political machinations, that Donald Trump appeals to 
today). He also understood that it wasn't large enough for him to win any national 
election through it. Unlike the strategists of the reforming right (rebuilding after 
the devastation of the 1964 election), Wallace wasn't thinking long-term, however. 
He wanted to have an impact right away. Though he said, according to The New 
York Times, that he was "not running for the purpose of throwing the election into 
the House," that was clearly Wallace's intention. Again, from the Times: 
"If it is thrown into the House, Mr. Wallace said today, "we have all 
to gain and nothing to lose." That would be true, he indicated, because, at 
the least, the dramatic dislocation of the normal electoral process would 
prove that "people are tired of the interference of the central Govern-
ment." 
Wallace was willing to subvert the intentions of the American political sys-
tem but was trying to do it in a way that actually had little chance of success at that 
time. His movement was watched carefully, however, by political actors more 
willing to bide their time and to act more carefully. They learned from him—as 
much about what not to do as how to proceed—and they quickly recognized that 
his base would not only be up for grabs when he was out of the way but would be 
as solid as any voting bloc could ever be. 
Today, this base has been carefully cultivated into a constituency two or 
three times as large as it was then, one that can be manipulated to do almost any-
thing those who control the right-wing strategy want. 
And it is all built on racism, on cultivating more racism, with Wallace having 




With the election of Barack Obama, many Americans, including me, thought 
that racism in our country was finally on the wane. We were wrong, of course: It 
came bubbling to the surface again through the presidential campaign of Donald 
Trump, a man who had long before realized that racism was his to exploit (look at 
his birtherism, which most of us dismissed as a crank theory, and how he used it 
as leverage into racist America). Today’s America is more racially divided than at 
any time since 1968—maybe before. 






February 12, 1968: Memphis Sanitation Strike 
 
The demonization of unions had a long history in the United States, but it 
was the yoking of unions to race that led to their downfall. When white workers 
began to believe that unions were protectors of “them,” when they allowed work-
ers to be divided on racial and not class lines, American unions were doomed. 
Once seen as a means for lifting all workers, they now came to be seen as a grasp-
ing incursion by minorities on white prerogatives.  
 
Two sanitation workers in Memphis, Tennessee were killed the first day of 
this month in 1968. This came just a month after an avowed segregationist, Henry 
Loeb, had been sworn in as mayor. He had served in the position earlier in the 
decade, resigning, or so he said, because of demands of his family business. 
The two sanitation workers, Echol Cole and Robert Walker, died as they 
were eating lunch in their truck out of the rain. They were waiting for the rain to 
stop because they would not be paid for working in the rain. 
Sanitation workers, who had long been unhappy with their treatment, decided 
they had had enough of being treated poorly and cheaply and, on this day in 1968, 
walked off the job, an action quickly deemed illegal by Loeb, but one that immo-
bilized more than three-quarters of the city's garbage trucks. 
Though we now think of Memphis as an important city for what's positive in 
African-American history (particularly because of its music), it was once a Jim 
Crow crucible and no place to be if you were black and wanted fair treatment. 
The sanitation workers had been unionized for four years under the American 
Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees after an unsuccessful try 
with the Teamsters during Loeb's first term. The union had been weak, however—
the strike this day was impromptu after an angry meeting the night before. 
A contentious Loeb yelled, "Get back to work" at the strikers, but to no avail. 
Unions were a much bigger part of America in 1968 than they are in 2018. 
They were a measure of hope for the future in a way they no longer are. Many of 
us, hearing of the Memphis walkout, saw it as a sign that the United States could 
continue to turn itself from an oppressive nation into one supporting all of its peo-
ple. 
Of course, we had no idea what was to come. 
 
When I was growing up, I couldn’t understand how anyone could be anti-
union. Still can’t. Yes, unions have had their problems—almost always based on 
corruption, one of the ills of any enterprise within a capitalistic system (hell, with-
in any system)—but they moved millions of Americans, black, white and brown, 
into a solid financial position that would not have been achieved just through de-
sire and hard work. Looking back over the union movement, one sees that its 
growth parallels the growth of wealth for the average American just as its decline 
parallels the current growth in wealth inequality. 
Though the Memphis sanitation strike had no direct impact on me, I cheered 






February 16, 1968: The Draft and the Movement 
 
The possibility of being drafted, even two years down the line, can sharpen 
one’s awareness of war most pointedly. Though most of my classmates assumed 
they would find a way out of serving, it was already apparent, even before this 
day’s announcement in 1968, that exemptions were beginning to disappear and 
would continue to as manpower needs increased. With the Tet Offensive having 
stepped up the war, I knew that was already happening. The news, thisi day in 
1968, proved it. 
 
On this day (reported in The New York Times the next) in 1968, the United 
States government, in need of new soldiers to fight in Vietnam, instituted tighter 
Selective Service System exemption regulations. The need for cannon fodder, it 
seems, outweighed the potential push-back from American students and their 
families—for it was students who would be most affected. 
The headline ran, "Most Deferments to End for Graduate Students; Job Ex-
emptions Limited." The story included this: 
Administration officials said they expected about 150,000 men to be 
drafted during the fiscal year….  
This group will include eligible youths who graduate from four-year 
colleges in June.  
This meant that the draft would now affect men from much more wealth and 
education than it had before; this meant that people with much greater resources 
than previously would be drawn into the anti-draft and, as a result, antiwar move-
ment. This was a particularly inopportune move by the government, though it may 
have been seen as necessary. After all, the New Hampshire primary was less than 
a month away and the fighting in Vietnam was still being shown each night to 
American families on the evening news. 
The story quotes Dr. Logan Wilson of the American Council on Education as 
saying, he said. "The decision means that most college graduates in 1968 and stu-
dents ending their first year of graduate school in 1968 will be drafted in the near 
future." 
Nowhere in the story is any concern expressed about how this would affect 
the attitudes of the young men and their families, only the impact on various occu-
pations along with a few comments on whether or not college graduates could 
make good infantrymen (they don't, according to one source quoted). 
In the same day's paper is an article on Gene McCarthy, who had brought 
forward what the story called his "low-keyed campaign." In a news conference, 
Roberts reported, McCarthy brought up the new draft regulations as part of a list 
of points: 
• Drafting graduate students would lead to "disorganization and 
dislocation" not only in universities but also in the "life of the 
nation" He suggested that the drafting of younger men before 
they enter college would be a more "reasonable alternative" 
Not even he, at least not yet, was willing to go against the draft as a whole 
(though neither was Senator Edward Kennedy who, the story on the draft says, 
looked to reform the system). 
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American leaders, with a draft that had been in place for almost three dec-
ades, still believed that it had support among the American population. They did 
not yet see the precipitous drop in that support that was happening right before 
their eyes as the war escalated. 
Like politicians of later generations, they did not understand the changes go-
ing on around them. Only McCarthy really had much sense of what was going on 
among the people yet, as we saw this day, not even he was completely attuned to 
the growing alienation from their government of such a large percentage of the 
American population, an alienation that would have consequences this year but 
that would also shape American politics for the next half century. 
To our detriment, as we are seeing today. 
 
Taxes, eminent domain, regulations: These may seem intrusive to the strong 
libertarian streak in the American psyche. But none of them can match being 
snatched from home to kill and maybe die at the behest of distant political forces. 
When my father was drafted at the end of 1942, he was glad to go, having been 
awaiting his notice since graduating from high school the previous spring. The 
nation felt a real threat at the time, and he felt it was his duty to fight for the Unit-
ed States that had been attacked in the Pacific and that was coming to the aid of 
its closest ally, Great Britain, in Europe. 
This war in Vietnam, for all of the propaganda saying otherwise, was mean-
ingless to young Americans of 1968. We recognized what our fathers had done, 
and why, but saw no parallel, no threat from the Vietnamese that could remotely 
match that from Japan and Germany in the early 1940s. Even the idea that this 
was a proxy war against our new enemies, the Soviet Union and China, didn’t 
convince us. We didn’t want to go—and many of us would use any means neces-




February 24, 1968: "I Am a Man" 
 
The union culture in the United States was once strong. It had movies, it had 
songs, it had books, it even had its own summer camps—it had community. By the 
1960s, that was beginning to fade. The unions were, in part, victims of their own 
success. Many people began to believe they didn’t need them anymore. But they 
were also victims of an economic system that saw them as a dam across the free 
flow to profit—and whose waters would find any way possible around. 
The strongest unions remaining may be unions of public workers, but even 
these have been emasculated by laws making strikes illegal and the repercussions 
so punitive that they would destroy the unions. A strike like that of the sanitation 
workers of Memphis, which had now been going on for about two weeks, would be 
quite unlikely today. 
 
A small story from United Press International appeared on page 42 of the 
February 25, 1968 edition The New York Times but with this day in 1968's date-
line. Headlined "Leaders of Strike Curbed in Memphis," it told of an injunction 
against union leaders participating in the on-going sanitation strike. It said little 
more. 
It said too little. 
Looking back on that strike, the impromptu walkout coming almost two 
weeks after two sanitation workers were crushed to death in their truck seems 
momentous. At the time, though, the strikers were unheralded and almost alone. 
Even in 1968, when unions still had a great deal of power, these strikers were (at 
least at first) almost completely ignored. Part of it was because they were almost 
all African-American men (in fact, all of them may have been); part of it was be-
cause they were sanitation workers, people few others cared about. They were 
among the unseen, the people the rest of us walk by without a glance or a smile, 
never with a word of recognition. 
A central gathering point for the strikers was the Clayborn Temple, an AME 
church less than two blocks from Beale Street. On this day in 1968, the Reverend 
James Lawson of the Centenary Methodist Church (the man who would soon in-
vite Martin Luther King, Jr. to Memphis, if he hadn't already extended the invita-
tion) spoke to a meeting of the strikers. He told the gathered sanitation workers, 
“For at the heart of racism is the idea that a man is not a man, that a person is not a 
person. You are human beings. You are men. You deserve dignity.” This, accord-
ing to legend, led to the "I am a man" catch-phrase that soon came to be associated 
with the strike. 
"I am a man." This should have pulled at the heartstrings of all Americans. 
This assertion already had a long and important heritage. It had been the core 
of the union movement for several generations, and not only for African-
Americans. Consider this, from Florence Patton Reece's 1931 song inspired by a 
miners' strike that included her husband; her song, "Which Side Are You On?," 
contrasts the honor of the worker (a man) with the lousy strike breaker: 
Oh, workers can you stand it? 
Oh, tell me how you can 
Will you be a lousy scab 
Or will you be a man? 
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The sanitation workers in Memphis were answering both of the song's ques-
tions for themselves. They were standing for themselves, as men, come what may. 
They were showing they were real men. 
Though there have always been problems within the union movement (what 
movement has been free of them?) along with a concerted effort (continuing to-
day) to destroy all of the unions, American unions have done more for the lives of 
the American people than any other movement of any sort—including the Civil 
Rights Movement (though unions were regrettably slow to join). In 1968, the un-
ions still had a great deal of strength, though the struggle to destroy them had also 
begun to gather new power. The unions did not have quite enough strength, how-
ever, to protect all workers, and they still failed those who were largely minority, 
as the struggle of the Memphis sanitation workers shows. 
Part of the optimism of the left of my early childhood grew out of the union 
movement and its successes. We believed in unions (I still do, am a member and 
an activist). The prosperity of the United States over the decades after the Great 
Depression was sparked not just by government programs but by unions. 
In fact, unions are a large part of what made America great... and it will not 
be made great again without strong unions. That so many who have benefited from 
unions, and so many who could, are now anti-union comes from the sustained at-
tack on unions that grew stronger after the Goldwater debacle of 1964. Yes, unions 
have not always helped their own cause, but that does not mean that, on the whole, 
they have not helped America. They have. 
Central to the union movement was the music and that, for me, meant Woody 
Guthrie and, now that he was gone, Pete Seeger and Phil Ochs, who sang of 
“building all your links/On the chain.” 
Today, if often seems as though the links have been irreparably broken. In 
1968, at least until April, we still believed. 
 
The idealism and success of the union movement was one of the things the 
Civil Rights Movement looked to for inspiration as it began to coalesce in the 
1950s. It should surprise no one that its leaders were drawn to support labor ac-
tions, especially when the laborers were primarily black, as the Memphis sanita-
tion workers were. The two movements could have worked hand-in-hand and 
would have, had they not been driven apart by those using fear of black civil rights 




February 27, 1968: Walter Cronkite, Stalemate in  
Vietnam 
 
What is a hero but someone who does the unexpected good? A baseball play-
er hired because he can hit home runs who then hits home runs is no hero. He’s 
just doing his job. A baseball player who did charity work during the off-season, 
though, could be a hero. Roberto Clemente of the Pittsburgh Pirates was doing 
just that—and would die a hero’s death at the end of 1972, delivering aid to 
earthquake victims in Nicaragua. Reporter Ernie Pyle was not a hero for report-
ing the news, but for realizing after D-Day in 1944 that something more was need-
ed that simple optimism and support for the troops. He went out of his way to tell 
the stories of the troops as honestly as possible—and he, too, died a hero’s death 
in 1945. 
Not all heroes die early, of course, and some find ways of being heroic is 
quiet ways—even while sitting in a television studio. Walter Cronkite was a hero 
of this sort. He knew about war first hand, enough to be able to see, on a trip to 
Vietnam, just how much trouble the United States was in there. Rather than keep-
ing quiet about it, as he could have, as so many others were doing, he spoke up, 
risking both career and reputation. 
 
Walter Cronkite, the anchor of the CBS evening news and, since the Kenne-
dy assassination in 1963, probably the most trusted man in America, read a state-
ment at the end of his broadcast on this day in 1968. It includes these words: 
We've been too often disappointed by the optimism of the American 
leaders both in Vietnam and Washington to have faith any longer in the 
silver linings they find in the darkest clouds. For it seems now more cer-
tain than ever, that the bloody experience of Vietnam is to end in a stale-
mate. To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in the face 
of the evidence, the optimists who have been wrong in the past. 
To say that we are mired in stalemate seems the only realistic, if un-
satisfactory conclusion. On the off chance that military and political ana-
lysts are right, in the next few months we must test the enemy's inten-
tions, in case this is indeed his last big gasp before negotiations. 
But it is increasingly clear to this reporter that the only rational way 
out then will be to negotiate, not as victors, but as an honorable people 
who lived up to their pledge to defend democracy and did the best they 
could. 
Essentially, what he was saying was, We cannot win in Vietnam. That was 
the upshot. What an admission! Our government certainly couldn't say it, or 
wouldn't, though it was obvious to everyone who followed the war closely. 
I remember seeing this broadcast. It's one of those indelible memories, like 
what was one doing when first hearing of an assassination, or where were you on 
9/11. It was just that shocking. It came on after the regular part of the broadcast, 
which was concluded a bit early to make room for it. Cronkite wanted to make 
sure what he said was not mistaken for news but was seen clearly as his own 
comment, for explicit commentary was something unusual to the television news-
casts of the time. 
 
118 
We were sitting in our living room in Holland, Michigan; the whole family 
there, even my youngest brother, not yet ten. Our only television, an old black-
and-white, had been bringing us horrifying pictures nightly from Vietnam for a 
month now; like millions of others, we were mesmerized by them each evening. 
Some, like us, used what we were seeing to stoke our anti-war attitudes. Others, I 
am sure, cheered the U.S. troops and found their support for the war strengthened 
by what they saw. None of us, however, was getting much clear guidance on how 
to "read" what we were seeing. The only advice we were getting was from leaders 
who had been continually wrong about the future of this war for years, now. 
So, there were millions who watched simply in horror, not knowing how to 
otherwise react. 
Now, for the first time, someone the majority of us could actually trust was 
speaking out about this war, making the point we in the anti-war movement had 
been trying to get across for years: We cannot win in Vietnam. 
The importance of Cronkite to the America of 1968 can hardly be overstated. 
His calm words had helped us through that horrible November in 1963 when our 
president had fallen, and few of us had forgotten. He, we all felt, was on our side, 
was a defender of what was best in our country against the worst the world could 
offer. For him to gainsay the generals and government leaders who were telling us 
victory was just around the corner, or that the light at the end of the tunnel could 
be somehow seen, was momentous. 
No American of the 21st century has held a position of respect comparable to 
Cronkite's, no politician, no entertainer, certainly no journalist. Cronkite came to 
fame during the Second World War as a reporter not afraid to place himself in 
danger, flying on a bombing mission, landing in a glider onto a potential battle-
field, visiting the front lines. Always the unabashed patriot, he and quite a number 
of other intrepid reporters (including the great Ernie Pyle, who died of a bullet 
wound in a combat zone just months before the end of the war) brought war news 
home, both the good and the bad, in vivid and unforgettable fashion, earning repu-
tations that would last their lifetimes. 
Cronkite, though, never coasted, simply letting past glories propel his career. 
He moved to CBS in 1950 and eventually became the network's most important 
political reporter and then news anchor. He was ambitious, even wanting to "win" 
for his network during the coverage of the assassination—but we understood that, 
and forgave it. So, we Americans trusted him now in 1968 just as we had during 
the war—perhaps more so, because of the way he helped hold us together after 
Kennedy was shot, however much he had scrambled to be first with the news. 
Today, there are television personalities who look back on him with nostalgia 
and aspire to create for themselves the position Cronkite held. Few having been 
hardened in the crucible of anything remotely like World War Two, though: they 
can only play the part on TV. Bill O'Reilly, the former Fox News star, desperately 
wanted the kind of respect Cronkite had earned and beefed up his resume to make 
it look like he, too, had seen combat and had served in other journalistic trenches. 
Brian Williams of NBC did much the same. Desiring so wholeheartedly to be in 
the league of Cronkite, they instead only made fools of themselves, actually mak-
ing it even more difficult for anyone else who may try for that height. 
Back in the Barlow household, we felt ourselves almost going into shock as 
we began to try to digest the words of this American idol. After years of feeling 
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that nothing we were saying was being heard by any of the people who counted or, 
in fact, by the vast majority of other Americans, here was the one figure everyone 
could trust telling us that the war had to end—and by negotiation. That the war 
could not be won on the battlefield. 
The only event so positive recently, in the eyes of those of us in the anti-war 
movement, had been the announcement three months prior by Gene McCarthy that 
he would be challenging President Johnson in a handful of upcoming primaries. 
There had been signs since of growing anti-war sentiment, certainly, but this had-
n't moved government strategies or comments one inch. Now, we hoped, with 
America's most respected figure clearly in the anti-war camp, the strategists in 
Washington and Saigon might have to start re-evaluating their strategy. 
Cronkite, of course, didn't ask for immediate withdrawal of US troops from 
Vietnam, something that many of us anti-war folk would have liked. Still, this was 
the greatest boost we could have had at that time. It came with no warning, in-
creasing the energizing shock it had on us and on our position with the greater 
culture. No longer, at school, did I see myself as a marginalized figure out of step 
with America. Now, the greatest American of our day, in many eyes, was on our 
side. 
Two days before Cronkite's statement, CBS had finally allowed the Smothers 
Brothers Show to air a strongly anti-war song by Pete Seeger. That show, though, 
was something of a sanctuary for those of us on the left. We didn't consider it 
"mainstream," though in fact it was, so hadn't seen it quite the way we did 
Cronkite. who spoke for everyone. 
***** 
My defiance of the status quo, signaled by my now shoulder-length hair, my 
bell-bottom jeans, my desert boots, my ankh on a thick chain around my neck, and 
the buttons (which I also sold) covering my coat, was suddenly no longer sending 
my fellow students scurrying away. People who would have never before been 
willing to be seen talking to me now greeted me. Suddenly, I could sit down and 
eat my lunch and see others actually come up to join me at what, a week ago, 
would have been an almost empty table. 
Thanks to Walter Cronkite, no longer was being anti-war a fringe position; 
just as important to me, I was no longer an outcast. 
 
There weren’t that many heroes for us among the young in 1968. We might 
love Bob Dylan, but he had never been heroic. I adored Thomas Pynchon’s writ-
ing—but I would have laughed at the idea of calling him a hero. Or Kurt Vonne-
gut, for that matter, though I knew he had survived the Dresden fire-bombing in 
1945. Lenny Bruce had been something of a hero to many of us, but he was dead, 
now, needlessly. Janis Joplin we all loved, but she had done nothing more heroic 
than be Janis (though, for many, that was enough). Gene McCarthy? No, he was 
just a politician, though he was, at least, trying to do the right thing. John Wayne? 
You’ve got to be kidding. 
Cronkite, staid and quiet, and quite square, was perhaps the closest we had 






February 29, 1968: The Kerner Commission 
 
One of the more horrifying results of studying the past is realization of the 
strength of cultural attitudes. People don’t change easily. We all carry with us 
assumptions and positions that have filtered down to us through generations. And 
so, revolutions, when they happen, rarely make for permanent change—as George 
Orwell shows us at the end of Animal Farm. 
Along with many other Americans, I believed that (George Wallace notwith-
standing) we had turned a corner in race relations in the United States over the 
past few years. 
How wrong I would prove to be! 
 
Three great themes of 1968 were war, youth, and race. In Holland, Michigan, 
a community as insular as it is bucolic, they had all started to make their way into 
the community back in 1967, but it was only now in 1968 that the people of the 
community were beginning to feel concern, to feel that their protections and their 
'way of life' were disappearing. 
The war in Vietnam was not only invading through television. Boys from the 
community were serving, and some of them were dying. The war was real. The 
summer of love in San Francisco had taken place far away, brought home primari-
ly through Life magazine, but now sons and daughters of Holland were tricking 
themselves out in tie-dyes and headbands and were talking about free love and 
other horrific ideas. The youth rebellion was real. And the riots of Detroit the 
summer before had shown the people of Holland that African Americans lived not 
so far away—and were not particularly happy about their situations. Blacks, too, 
were suddenly real. 
On what would have been this day in 1968, were this also a leap year, Presi-
dent Johnson's National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders established in 
the aftermath of the Detroit riots released its report, soon known as the "Kerner 
Commission Report" after its head, former Illinois governor Otto Kerner. The 
commission had been tasked to discover the causes of the riots that summer of last 
year, of 1967, and to come up with solutions. Its report became immediately fa-
mous for the patently obvious line, "Our nation is moving toward two societies, 
one black, one white—separate and unequal." The summary goes on: 
This deepening racial division is not inevitable. The movement apart 
can be reversed. Choice is still possible. Our principal task is to define 
that choice and to press for a national resolution. 
To pursue our present course will involve the continuing polariza-
tion of the American community and, ultimately, the destruction of basic 
democratic values. 
The alternative is not blind repression or capitulation to lawlessness. 
It is the realization of common opportunities for all within a single socie-
ty. 
This alternative will require a commitment to national action—
compassionate, massive and sustained, backed by the resources of the 
most powerful and the richest nation on this earth. From every American 
it will require new attitudes, new understanding, and, above all, new will. 
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From a perspective of 50 years on, we have developed no new attitudes, no 
new understanding and, above all, have found no new will. Later on, the report 
says: 
[C]ertain fundamental matters are clear. Of these, the most funda-
mental is the racial attitude and behavior of white Americans toward 
black Americans. 
Race prejudice has shaped our history decisively; it now threatens to 
affect our future. 
White racism is essentially responsible for the explosive mixture 
which has been accumulating in our cities since the end of World War II. 
Those words are as true today as they were in 1968, even though the situa-
tions of our cities have changed dramatically. 
Other parts of the report also resonate today, including this: 
The abrasive relationship between the police and the minority com-
munities has been a major-and explosive-source of grievance, tension and 
disorder. The blame must be shared by the total society. 
The police are faced with demands for increased protection and ser-
vice in the ghetto. Yet the aggressive patrol practices thought necessary to 
meet these demands themselves create tension and hostility. The resulting 
grievances have been further aggravated by the lack of effective mecha-
nisms for handling complaints against the police. Special programs for 
bettering police-community relations have been instituted, but these alone 
are not enough. Police administrators, with the guidance of public offi-
cials, and the support of the entire community, must take vigorous action 
to improve law enforcement and to decrease the potential for disorder. 
Think "Ferguson, Missouri." Think this: 
It is time now to end the destruction and the violence, not only in 
the streets of the ghetto but in the lives of people. 
Some things, in the United States, never seem to change. We no longer speak 
of "the ghetto," but everything else is still the same. 
The three themes of the year were central to my life (among the millions) in 
1968. I was fast approaching the age where I could be drafted into military service 
that might take me to Vietnam. I was young. And I was acutely aware that I was 
living in a segregated society. In all three of these areas, I felt I was riding a 
wave—no, being swept by a wave—that would change my life and culture abso-
lutely.  
My life did change but, from a 2018 perspective, my generation has been a 
profound failure. We did not stop war. We grew old without changing what "old" 
means. And segregation has been simply channeled into new streams, generally 
not quite as racially determined as they once were, but segregating, all the same. 
Today, we have a national veneration of military action that I had once hoped 
my generation was starting to move us away from. Today's youth is as strongly alt-
right as it is progressive, perhaps more open to fascistic and nationalistic thought 
than at any time during my lifetime. And our national government, today, could 
never produce something on race as dramatic and searing—and true—as the 
Kerner report. 
In all three of these areas, we have allowed our nation to regress, not pro-
gress, over the last half century. 
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That worries me, when I think about the next. 
 
Hubris. My baby-boomer generation had plenty of that. And we would raise 
our children to it, too. We taught them to believe they were those “That can do 
what’s never been done/That can win what’s never been won.” Nonsense, of 






March 4, 1968: We're Only in It for the Money 
 
We get so deadly serious that we forget to laugh at ourselves, forget that it is 
absolutely necessary to remind ourselves just how ludicrous we sometimes are in 
our own eyes, always are in those of many others. Perhaps with clowns at the top, 
we are no longer to admit just how clownish we are, too. 
 
The Mothers of Invention: On this day in 1968, I did not yet know what an 
incredible musician Frank Zappa was, but his satire was already speaking to the 
core of my angers, my frustrations, and my self-conception. With We're Only in It 
for the Money, released this day, I, for the first time, also experienced biting com-
mentary aimed directly at me—and I loved it. 
"Who Needs the Peace Corps?" satirized of so many things I had done, 
thought, or thought of doing that I could do nothing else but laugh—even the first 
time I heard it.  
In a way, I was ready for it, for I was already quite familiar with Absolutely 
Free and Freak Out and knew that Zappa could make fun of his listeners even 
while seeming to let them in on his jokes. The new album included references to 
things only those of us with pretensions to the emerging "counter-culture" could 
know, like Owsley (Stanley), already famous for his "righteous" acid (not that I or 
my friends, listening to the album in my friend Gordon's basement room, had tried 
LSD or any other illegal drug) and the Fillmore, the prestige venue of the new San 
Francisco sound. Haight Street, thanks to Time magazine, had become nationally 
known the previous summer, but we liked that reference, too. We weren't even 
embarrassed, as we listened together to the album for the first time, that we each 
knew that all of us were being made fun of. 
Almost all of us had imagined, like the narrator of the song, dropping out and 
going to San Francisco—and we all knew that, even if we did, we could always 
return home (again, like the narrator). So, we all knew, too, that, like him, we were 
just phonies. Yet we had all had fantasies of moving into a house with a band, of 
walking around stoned (whatever that must be like—we didn't know) and bare-
foot... and psychedelic—whatever that was. Of being what we imagined to be the 
real thing. So, we laughed at ourselves as we listened under a blacklight and sur-
rounded by dayglo posters. 
Twenty years later, as a new Peace Corps Volunteer myself, I still laughed. 
Zappa never became tiring. Our absurdities never cease. 
Though such stores had not yet appeared in Holland, Michigan (not that they 
every would), we had already flocked to Old Town in Chicago and to the head 
shops in the various larger towns around us, places where, according to the song, 
"phony hippies meet." Yeah, that was us. "Oh, my hair is getting good in the 
back." That was a zinger aimed right at me. And I doubled over in stitches. Hilari-
ous. 
Also hitting me right where I lived was "Flower Punk," a parody of "Hey, 
Joe," the Billy Roberts song that Jimi Hendrix had made popular a couple of years 
earlier. I didn't know much of such parody songs at that time, but I quickly fell in 
love with them—still do love them, on through the years to (and with) Weird Al 
Yankovic. "Flower Punk"—like the whole album—helped me learn that laughing 
at myself was both cathartic and heuristic. 
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The album as a whole (though not its individual pieces) was something of a 
parody of The Beatles' Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band (though to call it 
that only is to see it far too narrowly). Everyone in my small group of acquaint-
ances already had a copy of Sgt. Pepper's and knew it well, though I doubt it was a 
top favorite for any of us. We were certainly open to seeing it made fun of. Not 
even The Beatles were above parody. 
However, there was nothing else like We're Only in It for the Money out 
there, not that we had experienced, at least. We were, by this time, used to people 
thinking the worst of us, so cheered the answer in "What's the Ugliest Part of your 
Body?"—your mind. That reminded me, at least, of the late Lenny Bruce, who had 
become a favorite even though I had discovered him only after his death. Then 
there was the song "Absolutely Free," which parodied the "psychedelic" effect so 
many pop songs seem to be striving for with lyrics like "There is no time/To lick 
your stamps/And paste them in./Discorporate/And we'll begin." Again, we felt the 
sting there in Gordon's basement—and laughed. 
Some of the other songs were pointing at places where we had already been 
aiming our disdain, including "Bow Tie Daddy" and "The Idiot Bastard Son." 
With a congressman father and hooker mother, "The child will thrive and 
Grow/And enter the world/Of liars and cheaters and people like you." Yeah, we 
knew about that, we imagined with naïve cynicism. 
Though our sexual experience was limited or nil, we still understood "Harry, 
You're a Beast," though it shocked us (even with, at the time, a line made unintel-
ligible—not the only place that studio executives had dipped into one of Zappa's 
creations on this album out of worry for decorum). 
Most enjoyable, to me, was the ditty "Let's Make the Water Turn Black," a 
stupid-sounding song about brothers we could almost identify among people we 
knew at Holland High School rather than the California of the song—or it seemed 
they could have been there. 
Modern concepts of copyright and ownership of intellectual property have 
taken their toll on Zappa's popularity and influence (his family hold his work 
close—rather ironic, given satirical the title of this album, not to mention his pre-
vious one, Absolutely Free), but he does remain incredibly popular. I wish I had 
been more of a connoisseur of music at that time, however, for I was mainly listen-
ing for the humor when so much was going on in the music behind it. It would be 
almost another two years before I would hear Zappa's 1969 Hot Rats, an album 
composed almost solely of instrumentals—including "Son of Mr. Green Genes," 
which opened me up to guitar possibilities that I had only vaguely imagined be-
fore. 
It would turn out that Zappa wasn't just funny. That was just a sideshow. 
More than anything else, he was a brilliant and inventive musician. Like me, how-
ever, most of his early fans had to grow into understanding that. 
Fortunately, many of us would. 
 
If I close my eyes, I can still transport myself back to that basement room 
with a broken-down couch and a beanbag chair around a little record player. We 
would listen to Zappa and pretend we were in San Francisco, yearning for life 
outside of what we saw as dead Michigan. We knew we were being silly, but we 
also believed we could surmount that and actually do what we dreamed of. 
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For the most part, I have done that, starting on my course the coming spring. 
But it has also been a tough road, one filled with failure and exhaustion along 
with the occasional success. Meals of rice topped with Campbell’s tomato soup 
alternated with some of the finest food in the world. Having survived the ups and 
downs, I would not trade it—but I am the lucky one. 
I wonder about the others in the basement, what happened to them. I can on-
ly remember the names of two, Gordon and Sylvia (I had an unrequited crush on 
her, of course). The others had faded from memory.  






March 8, 1968: Leaving Michigan? 
 
College professors, in the 1960s, were underpaid and underappreciated—
just as they are today, though the dependence on part-time and temporary faculty 
that has arisen over the past thirty years had not yet begun. Department chairs, in 
those days, generally had more discretion over hiring and firing than they do to-
day. There weren’t nearly the numbers applying for each available job, so they 
often had to take what they could get. There were other jobs if this one were lost, 
so they could fire without guilt. The institutional bureaucracies had not yet gotten 
their tentacles so firmly into the hiring/firing process that there were few routes 
around them for protesting their decisions.  
Today, having served on hiring committees, I see a different reality. Rather 
than seeking people to fill positions, we get a hundred or more applications from 
qualified candidates each time we announce that a position is available. No long-
er, in most institutions, can a chair fire alone. And the processes of reappointment, 
tenure and promotion has gotten so arcane that junior faculty seem to spend more 
time on it than on any other single activity—including teaching. 
The first job my father lost, he lost deliberately. When I was less than a year 
old, he was offered—at took—a position at Georgia Tech. When he arrived in Au-
gust 1952, he was told that he had to sign a loyalty oath. Blindsided, and with a 
wife and baby to support, he signed—but also submitted a resignation letter saying 
he would only stay one year. 
That started his life as an academic gypsy, one that would last eighteen years 
until he settled in at Kingsborough Community College of the City University of 
New York (the system I teach within today) as one of the hires necessitated by the 
Open Admissions expansion of the student body that was beginning that year, 
1970. 
 
At sixteen, the travails of parental work life hold little interest: I don't know 
what had led my father to go on the market in 1968. He seemed to like Hope Col-
lege well enough and we were all enamored of our new house. But apply for other 
jobs he did, receiving an offer from Hamilton College at a higher rank, better pay 
and free housing. Not only that, but Hamilton was the alma mater of his friend and 
mentor, B. F. Skinner. 
What could go wrong? 
My parents brought the possibility up to us three kids. First mention, and we 
were all gung ho. We'd moved enough times to know what it involved, so were 
ready for that, and none of us, I think, was overly fond of Holland, Michigan. I 
don't think we were unhappy there, just bored. And, on some level, we knew that 
the decision to leave had already been made. My father didn't usually leave a job 
of his own volition. He may not have this time, either. 
Because of his radical politics and his radical position as a behavioral psy-
chologist, my father had gotten used to being booted from position to position—
something that once was possible for a college professor (you get a full-time job 
now, you hold onto it for dear life, especially if it is tenure-track). This would his 
8th position in my sixteen years. Today, no professor could move about that much 
and still expect to find a full-time job—certainly not at the permanent full-time 
levels of the profession. Then, with the expansion of US colleges and universities 
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that had begun in the aftermath of the Second World War, and that still continued, 
getting a job wasn't that difficult. 
Perhaps some of this move had already been arranged—I don't remember. 
But it was decided that my parents would spend the summer in Washington, DC 
(my father attending an institute at American University) with me working in 
France for July and August, one brother heading out to the Grand Tetons in Wyo-
ming for summer camp and the other to Camp Celo by my old school in North 
Carolina. Both of the schedules for my brothers began in June, so I would be the 
only son travelling to DC with my parents. By the same token, I would be the last 
to see our new home right off campus outside of Clinton, NY. Everything and eve-
ryone would be moved in by the time I got there. 
Knowing we were leaving town added a degree of serenity to my life at 
school. After a year and a half of, I think, 2-hour sessions four days a week, the 
Graphic Arts instructor, Mr. Geiger, and I weren't getting along very well. He had 
left us to our own devices, for the most part, and I had spent the first year getting 
to know offset technology, learning the peculiarities of our Multilith 1200 press 
and beginning to understand what it meant to work in a printer's darkroom. Most 
of my time was spent with the letterpresses, however, including the Kluge with 
automatic feed that bored me half to death. I preferred the hand-feed presses and 
tried to work on them, for the most part, when I could get away from the offset 
work. Mr. Geiger wasn't much interested in teaching us beyond a certain point and 
there was little variety to what we could do beyond printing up the report-card 
forms and other bits used by the school administration. I was ready to move on; 
now, I knew I would. 
I don't remember much about my other classes except for Mr. Board's Amer-
ican Studies (which I loved) and Mr. Selover's American History, where the teach-
er and I argued politics and post-WWII foreign policy while the rest of the class 
slept. Mr. Selover was one of those teachers who love students who fight with 
them, and fight we did, though he made sure it always stayed civil (something, I 
would discover in the fall, not all teachers did). 
My least favorite class was Orchestra, where I "played" the viola. With a 
mother who was a classical musician (a harpist), I had had little choice but to try to 
learn an instrument. Thing is, I have no talent in that direction and had no interest 
at all in classical music. I have always felt a little sorry for the teacher, Mr. Van 
Ravensway, for he had only about a dozen of us who even attempted strings in a 
school of over a thousand. A couple of the violins could saw at their instruments 
without anyone cringing, as could one of the cellos. The rest of us? I am not sure 
who suffered most, we or our listeners. I knew this would be my last year of music 
lessons of any sort, that I was finally going to take this bull by the horns, throw it 
and tie it and move beyond it. The fact of moving to a new school would make 
that task easier, I already could see. 
What interested me most about the move, though, was the idea of getting 
completely away from my parents for a couple of months, of living alone and with 
my own job. My mother had been trying to force French down my throat for years 
(with all the success she had had with music and, at one point, ballet) and was now 
convinced that a couple of months in France would have me parlez-vousing with 
the best of them—she never accepted defeat easily. 
 
131 
Already, however, I knew that studying that language would be the least of 
my activities abroad. 
 
Perhaps my father felt as consciously stifled at Hope College and in Holland 
as my brothers did, unconsciously. I can’t speak for the others, but I felt a burden 
lift that day when my parents first presented the idea of leaving; I had not known 
how stifled I was until that blanket was lifted off me. There is much to be loved 
about midwestern American towns, but they are not welcoming to difference. 
For the next twenty years, I would feel that same joyful anticipation, no mat-






March 12, 1968: The New Hampshire Primary 
 
The 1968 presidential election was probably the last where a substantial por-
tion of the electorate hoped to use their votes and unity to change the minds of 
others. Not to defeat them, but to enlighten them. Since then, political machina-
tions have generally been about defeating the other, only. 
About winning. 
 
McCarthy didn't win. 
The New York Times story about the primary, running March 13, 1968, was 
headlined, "M'Carthy Gets About 40%, Johnson and Nixon on Top in New Hamp-
shire Voting." 
Remember, though, McCarthy's supporters weren't trying to win; we were 
trying to change minds. Such a strong showing demonstrated that we were suc-
ceeding. We were jubilant. 
The Associated Press yearbook describes the day: 
Long before the last vote was counted, it became apparent that a 
ballot box earthquake had occurred in the Democratic primary: McCarthy 
had almost beaten President Lyndon B. Johnson.  
According to Times: 
Despite a heavy snow that began in the late afternoon, the turnover 
[sic] in both party primaries was larger than expected. The projected Re-
publican vote of 102,000 was 15,000 to 20,000 higher than many party 
leaders had expected, particularly after the withdrawal of Gov. George 
Romney had dampened competition. 
The Democratic vote was estimated at 48,000.  
Though Romney was governor of my home state (at the time) of Michigan, 
no one I knew had supported him with any enthusiasm, so I had not been surprised 
when he had folded his tent at the end of February and had gone home. New 
York's Nelson Rockefeller, I knew, would probably still get into the race, but there 
wasn't a chance in hell he would best Nixon.  
If I, a sixteen-year-old kid, could see that, so could Rockefeller's people. 
They had to be positioning him for the future, should Nixon ultimately lose, or for 
the vice-presidency. 
None of that mattered to those of us in the growing anti-war crowd. We were 
now assured of a grass-roots presence at the Democratic convention (though he 
lost the popular vote, McCarthy picked up more New Hampshire delegates than 
Johnson) coming in Chicago in late August (the Republicans would meet in Mi-
ami, earlier that month). 
Again, we wanted more to change the direction of the party on the war than 
to see our candidate elected. So did McCarthy who, according to The Times, “had 
always concentrated on raising issues of disagreement with the president rather 
than defeating him.” 
***** 
The opening Robert Kennedy now saw appearing through McCarthy's strong 
showing would change the complexion of the race over the coming weeks—and 
start souring many of us on the process itself. 
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Two stories in the March 14th edition of The Times presaged soon-to-come 
political events. In one, McCarthy is quoted as saying "I think I can get the nomi-
nation," changing his goal. An update from UPI in the story says that he later add-
ed that “it was fine for Senator Robert F. Kennedy of New York to think about 
entering the race but that whatever he decided would have no effect on his ow 
plans. 
In the other story, Kennedy is quoted, “I am reassessing the possibility of 
whether I will run against President Johnson.”  
Many, like me and my parents, already cordially loathed Robert Kennedy, 
who we saw as an opportunist who had helped veer our country toward danger 
during his brother's administration, in Cuba and in Vietnam (if not elsewhere). 
Knowing just how strong the dislike for Kennedy was among McCarthy support-
ers, we also saw his coming entry into the race as an aid to President Johnson, 
though we did recognize that the two hated each other. We felt that Kennedy's ego 
was getting the better of him, that he believed we McCarthy supporters would 
flock to his standard the moment he unfurled it. Instead, we felt, only part would, 
and that a three-way race would only help Johnson. 
***** 
Our relief at McCarthy's "victory" in New Hampshire, from the first, was 
tinged with a worry that it would by Pyrrhic in nature—as, in many respects, it 
would prove to be, though in ways we never could have imagined for the United 
States. 
 
People like to try to pinpoint just when “things went bad” for the United 
States. For many Americans of all political persuasions, 1968 is a candidate, its 
specific events vying for dominance. These included the start of the Tet Offensive, 
the two assassinations, the Democratic National Convention and the election it-
self.  
At this point in the year, though, many of us still have a great deal of hope 




March 16, 1968: Bobby Kennedy In 
 
The ideals of American democracy have never been lived up to.  
Of course not. Politicians, like all of us, are easily sidetracked into the venal. 
We believe we are not abandoning our ideals but are just being practical. Or are 
simply realistically putting things off for a bit. Or some other rationalization for 
acting in our own best interest before that of the group.  
We all sell out—almost all of us. 
 
Ambition kills grass-roots movements. 
We in the anti-war movement knew this from our long history of involve-
ment in movements on the left that had failed. Among others, we had watched the 
destruction of idealism in the communist movement and the Soviet Union with its 
Lenin and Stalin and the collapse of the American far left that resulted and were, 
even now, watching American unions tear themselves apart. Also, we had seen 
Huey Long, whose ideas have never been all bad (though few leftists liked him 
much), twist himself to the point where he no longer was recognizable as the cru-
sader he had started out to become. Like most people, we had been disappointed 
time and time again by politicians who manipulated us when we had thought they 
believed in us. In that sense, we were real populists, believing more in the sense of 
the people than in the individuals who led us. 
Gene McCarthy, the way we saw it, had wanted to join us, to help the 
movement and not himself. Because, from the first, he had made clear that he had 
joined us instead of trying to command us, we trusted him and supported him 
(even when, as was often, we disagreed with him). On the other hand, Robert 
Kennedy, we had always feared, seemed to want to use us, to make our movement 
into a ladder to his own success. We trusted nothing about him. He knew the right 
words, but we did not believe that the tune was in his heart. 
Kennedy was popular—no question about it. Even on the left, he was often 
adored—and not simply because of his fallen brother. He was young, he spoke 
well and could convey passion and compassion. But could we rely on him? Many 
of us who had been fighting against the Vietnam war for years (and, often, for left-
ist causes for decades) had long felt we could not. Now, we had started to hope 
that McCarthy, an imperfect candidate (in leftist eyes) but an honest one with an 
ability to listen, would not move aside for Kennedy once, as was inevitable as 
McCarthy showed greater and greater strength in the opposition to LBJ, Kennedy 
got into the race. 
In recent days, much to our relief, it had begun to look like McCarthy would-
n't step aside for Kennedy. Or that he would. As usual, McCarthy was being a little 
coy and a lot frustrating for his supporters (though we loved him nonetheless). We 
knew he was in a tight spot, neither wanting to abandon those of us who were not 
ready to support Kennedy nor wishing to further split the party, something that 
could not be afforded as we looked forward to the election in November. E. W. 
Kenworthy, in The New York Times, in the edition for this day in 1968 but date-
lined the 15th, wrote: 
Senator Eugene J. McCarthy said today that there would not be "a 
three-way fight" …. 
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The Minnesota Senator was asked whether he would make "a politi-
cal accommodation" with Senator Kennedy…. 
"It depends on what you mean by an accommodation and when," 
Mr. McCarthy said. 
Today in 1968, Kennedy did enter the race. For tomorrow's Times, Tom 
Wicker would write: 
Senator Robert F. Kennedy of New York said today that he would 
seek the Democratic Presidential nomination because the nation's "disas-
trous, divisive policies" in Vietnam and at home could be changed "only 
by changing the men who are now making them."... 
"I made clear to Senator McCarthy," Mr. Kennedy said, "That my 
candidacy would not be in opposition to his, but in harmony." 
Perhaps Kennedy genuinely believed he could win where McCarthy could 
not. McCarthy himself, from his very announcement late in 1967, had seemed to 
think so, as well. Many of us who supported McCarthy, however, did not. We be-
lieved that Kennedy's ambition, coupled with his clear dislike of President John-
son, was blinding him to any possibility other than his own success and the top-
pling of Johnson. The best way to harmony, we thought, would have been through 
Kennedy support for McCarthy, not through a separate candidacy. 
The idea that there could be harmony, espoused both by Kennedy and 
McCarthy—though tepidly (at least on the part of the latter)—was incredibly na-
ïve, and I doubt Kennedy believed in it as anything other than a cover for bringing 
McCarthy supporters into his tent—once he soundly thrashed McCarthy in Cali-
fornia. 
The rancor between supporters of McCarthy and fans of Kennedy was al-
ready showing: A common dislike for LBJ wasn't enough to bring us together—
certainly not when we saw only arrogance on the part of Kennedy, arrogance that 
would never allow him to step aside for no one, no matter what the people may 
have wanted. 
We could not put aside the idea that he was in it for himself, not for us. 
 
Politics for the good of all, not as us-against-them, may never have really ex-
isted in the United States but, during the 1930s, we had moved in that direction, 
instituting things like Social Security. During the 1940s, we pulled together for 
national defense. In the 1950s, the country had created a network of superhigh-
ways. During the 1960s, we had added Medicare/Medicaid and had gone to the 
moon. These were for the good of all—with even those who didn’t need it contrib-
uting. Now that politicians were accenting divides, people were becoming less 
willing to open their wallets for the good of everyone. 
To my mind, Robert Kennedy was just another exploiting the divides for his 
own purposes. I do know that he still has adoring fans and agree that his death 
was a real American tragedy. But I have never felt that he cared more about peo-
ple and country than about himself and his own ambition. 
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March 22, 1968: Czechoslovakia Moves 
 
Even though I had lived in Southeast Asia and had traveled in Europe, I 
knew very little of the world beyond United States borders when I was sixteen—in 
other words, I was not much different from most Americans. Among the places I 
knew the least about were those on the other side of the iron curtain. I imagined a 
vast prison camp filled with miserable people—not surprising, given the American 
propaganda that had dominated information available to me about half of the 
world. 
 
Oh, I had certainly heard of Czechoslovakia by this date in 1968—but I knew 
less than nothing about that country. Cold War propaganda was strong; the Eastern 
Bloc was nothing more, we were told, than impoverished people in dilapidated 
buildings where they lived in constant fear of betrayal and subsequent slave 
camps. Their only hope lay in the sunlight of the West. Move along, there's noth-
ing to learn by looking here. 
As Czechoslovakia was a country that would open my eyes in many ways 
during the coming August, shredding what little remained of my confidence, for 
one thing, in the words of my own government, I want to set the stage early by 
writing a bit first about what I did not yet know at this time in 1968. 
On this day in 1968, Antonin Novotny, leader of the country since 1957, re-
signed the Czech presidency. First Secretary of the party and reform leader Alex-
ander Dubcek now had a clear road to assuming power. The New York Times re-
ported: 
It is believed that he [Novotny] may have expected the conserva-
tives to put up a fight….  
None of this happened, and for the moment Mr. Dubcek and his al-
lies clearly have the upper hand.  
This, even if I had heard of it, would have been meaningless to me. All I 
knew of Czechoslovakia in 1968 came from Franz Kafka, whose "The Metamor-
phosis" and The Trial I had read. It was, then, a dark place, where unpleasant 
things could happen for, apparently, no reason. This view was confirmed by the 
prevailing American propaganda about the Eastern Bloc countries and by the hor-
ror movies (across genres) that were set on the far side of the Iron Curtain—set 
either in the past or today. 
The only history I had studied was American history. European and world 
history were foreign to me. During the early sixties, I had developed a passion for 
the Civil War, like millions of other young Americans, as a result of the centennial 
of that conflict. I already had been constantly reading about the American Revolu-
tion, but I knew nothing of the rest of the world and my schools did not expand my 
focus. 
The Austria-Hungarian empire that Czechoslovakia had once been a part of 
was as opaque to me in 1968 as was then-contemporary Russia. These were plac-
es, or so I believed, where all anyone there wanted to do was be somewhere else. 
The goal of every single person was to get to America where the light was bright-
er, money was easily found, and "freedom" (whatever that is) abounded. 
Though, just three years earlier, I had been to Austria and West Germany, to 
Salzburg and Munich, neither that far from the Czech border, I might as well have 
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been on a different planet than Prague. After the creation of the Berlin Wall, the 
division between East and West Europe had become impenetrable for the most of 
us. Few, and mostly in spy tales, talked of going from one to the other. It took spe-
cial preparation, special knowledge—and I, certainly, had neither. 
In the United States, as far as I can tell looking back, there were two strands 
of emotion toward the rest of the world that had grown after World War II, one 
yearning to reach out to other places, starting with those devastated by the war but 
not limited to them. The other was a desire to pull back to home, to mind our own 
affairs and let the rest of humanity take care of itself. These could even rest, 
though uncomfortably, in the same person, much as they still can, today. The easy 
emotion was the latter, for it needed less justification, less explanation. So, that 
was the emotion bowed to in curriculum development in our public schools, where 
controversy—or even prolonged discussion—was seen as best avoided. So, Amer-
ican history, the story of home, was required, while world history was cast adrift to 
go wherever the tides may take it—and that was not to Holland High School in 
Michigan.  
Most certainly. 
Strangely, I knew more of the history of Africa, at that time, than I did of Eu-
rope. Probably, I also knew more of Asia, having lived for a year in Bangkok, 
Thailand. I did know names like Napoleon, Charlemagne, Bismarck and Peter the 
Great, but I knew nothing about them. Maybe, I could have identified them by 
country and historical age, but not by much more. 
I wasn't alone. Few Americans, particularly young ones, knew much of what 
had gone on outside of our borders—or even knew what was going on in 1968. 
We didn't know that young people everywhere were rising, much as we were start-
ing to do, demanding change—though for various reasons against a variety of re-
gimes. 
In three days, on March 25, 1968, Fred Hechinger would publish an article in 
The New York Times, "Students become a Worldwide Force for Change." Among 
other examples, he wrote that "Students in Czechoslovakia have protested educa-
tional and political repression by the regime in Prague." Over the next few months, 
his point would explode even into American consciousness but, for now, I suspect 
there was little reaction. I knew, of course, that college and even high-school stu-
dents were feeling restless, as I was, but we had no idea what was to come, and 
how quickly. 
In relation to what was happening in Prague, Hechinger wrote: 
On a mild spring day, the Voice of America, the British Broadcast-
ing Corporation and Western rock 'n' roll are spilling out of the open 
dormitory windows of even such a controlled institution as Moscow State 
University. 
The population at large, in the totalitarian states, does not yet have 
access to uncensored news, but the students, who require libraries and pe-
riodicals, do. 
We, who were students in the United States, were beginning to discover—at 
least, I was (maybe I was behind the times)—that we did not really have complete 
access to "uncensored news" either. We were beginning to realize, though, just 
how ignorant we were—probably the greatest gain we would make during this 




What was going on behind the Iron Curtain wasn’t the only news we Ameri-
cans had little access to. Though I knew about the civil war in Nigeria, I had little 
idea of the horrors of starvation that were coming down upon the Igbo people. 
Though I had watched Jakarta from a ship’s deck in 1965 (Americans weren’t 
allowed ashore), I really knew nothing of the horrors going on there then—or 
since. South America: there were countries there I had never heard of… same for 
Central America, though I had family in Mexico. 
The ignorance I was an example of was rampant in 1968. I had thought, with 
entities like CNN having grown in the meantime, that Americans in 2018 would be 
a little more cognizant of what was going on outside US borders. 






March 28, 1968: King in Memphis 
 
Dr. King has become something of an American paradox over the past half 
century. Many whites (including Ronald Reagan) resisted making a national holi-
day in his honor yet also try to claim him (“King was a Republican,” we some-
times hear). Few, though they may reference him, really follow him any longer, 
black or white. We lack the strength of conviction, today, upon which his leader-
ship drew. 
 
The role of Martin Luther King, Jr. in American society in 1968 was one of 
inspiration, of a provocateur, not a legislator. He wanted to open American eyes, 
especially white eyes, to the outrages they had been willfully blind to for genera-
tions. He wanted to lead all people, especially black people, to a new understand-
ing of their own possibilities and worth. 
To King and his supporters, then, the Memphis sanitation strike that had be-
gun in February was more than simply a labor dispute they could watch from far 
away. With its "I am a Man" slogan, it was not something King could ignore.  
In a March 24, 1968 article, "Memphis Protest Avoids Violence," The New 
York Times describes the thinking behind King's and his followers' conception of 
the strike: 
"The strike was merely a symptom of Memphis's larger problem," 
said the report of the Southern Regional Council…. 
The reported cited what it called a failure of the white community to 
respond, intransigence on the part of city officials, "injudicious" acts of 
police and harsh criticism of the local Negro movement by the Memphis 
press. 
Unfortunately, the avoidance of violence was not going to be possible, even 
during King's first appearance in Memphis. On this day in 1968, King participated 
in a March in support of the sanitation workers in Memphis that was supposed to 
be peaceful. The New York Times headline over a story by Walter Rugaber makes 
sad reading in its recounting what happened instead: "Looting and Violence Dis-
rupt a Massive Protest March in Memphis/A Negro is Killed in Memphis March." 
Six thousand people marched until their leaders, in the face of violence by 
people smashing windows and over-reaction by police, halted the march. Police 
continued their use of Mace and clubs, injuring fifty and arresting over one hun-
dred. The one person killed was a teenager named Larry Payne. He was reported 
to be 16 years old—my age at the time. 
Dr. King was whisked away from the march at the first sign of trou-
ble. He was reportedly taken to a motel…. 
The winner of the Nobel Peace Prize was said to be asleep early this 
evening, but an aide, the Rev. Bernard Lee, told reporters that Dr. King 
was "discouraged" by the disorders that broke out around the march.... 
As he departed, the police began firing tear gas at Negroes in the 
street. Witnesses said many of the marchers and bystanders were hit by 
the gas. Several were severely critical of the police for allegedly growing 
"panicky" and aiming indiscriminately. 
This march presaged much that would happen during the rest of 1968, from 
riots in the wake of assassinations to violence on the fringes of the mostly peaceful 
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Poor People's Campaign (which I experienced in June) to the Democratic National 
Convention in Chicago in August (which I would know nothing of until it was 
over) and its police riot. The distrust of the police that had been growing among 
young people—and that had long been a part of African American life—began to 
spread. Songs like Buffalo Springfield's "For What It's Worth," already a year old, 
began to have a new currency with lines like: 
What a field-day for the heat 
A thousand people in the street 
People setting themselves up for tear gas and clubbings. Or worse. 
Though some of what I am writing here may be obscured by the fog of later 
events, I do, however, think I remember viewing the Memphis situation with a 
sense of gloom. I think that we Quakers, who had long supported Dr. King, were 
seeing more and more violence closing in on King along with increased attacks 
from the government, particularly the FBI. King was not going to change; the gov-
ernment, were he to be in any danger, was not likely to protect him—if anything, it 
seemed poised to do the opposite. This was worrisome, though none of us (at least, 
not I) actually believed he might be assassinated. 
To us radicals in the Society of Friends, King had become more than a lead-
er. He was hope and he was the connection to Mohandas Gandhi that kept Quaker 
obsession with the ideal of nonviolence alive. We had watched for years as King 
and his followers, many of us among them, had demonstrated the efficacy of non-
violent action. We had cheered his successes. Now, though, violence seemed to be 
closing in. 
At that time, I was committed to nonviolence absolutely. I didn't really un-
derstand all of its ramifications, nor did I see it as a workable strategy on the one 
hand but as a questionable absolute on the other. An American backed by Ameri-
can might, I felt there were no cases where violence could be countenanced, igno-
rant, as I was, of situations in the world outside of the rule of law backed, itself, by 
threats of violence by armies and police. 
Nonviolence is an effective strategy only when the opponent has some sort of 
moral compass or is backed by a public with an intact sense of outrage. It can nev-
er be an absolute unless one is willing to consign others to injury or death through 
inaction or through action that cannot stop violence. I wouldn't learn this lesson for 
decades, but I did learn if eventually. I would live for some four years in West 
Africa, in places where death can be shrugged off without outrage and where chil-
dren, who have no developed moral sense, can be armed. I saw war and attempted 
coups and learned the limits of nonviolence as ideal. 
On some level, even in 1968, I knew that the absolutist view of nonviolence I  
had accepted was nonsense, for I had been frequently challenged with "What 
would you do if... " questions about my beliefs that I fielded as best I could, stal-
wart in my views but recognizing that my answers could quickly start to seem ri-
diculous. I couldn't back down; I wouldn't back down. Having King around as an 
exemplar of what could be accomplished through nonviolent strategies, fortunately 
for me, relieved my concern about defending nonviolence as an absolute. 
One of the reasons I was particularly concerned with King at this point was 
the Poor People's Campaign that was beginning to gain momentum. I knew little 
about it, so far, but its aim of fighting both poverty and racism resonated with me 
and with my parents. Outside of the antiwar movement, that's where we, and most 
 
143 
others from the Friends General Conference Quakers (there were, and are, many 
variety of Quakers) had long placed our activism. 
What was coming was signaled as a movement with a difference, not one for 
poor people but one by them. That sounded like a great idea; though we middle-
class whites could not be at its center, we knew we could be of real support. 
And we wanted to be, we Quakers, at least. So King was probably more im-
portant to us at that particular moment than he ever had been. We could, we be-
lieved, follow in his success to our own. 
 
King had been loudly criticized by some of the other African American lead-
ers of the time, most notably Malcolm X, for his transactional, and sometimes not 
quite as confrontational as they would like, stances. This is still a subject of con-
troversy, and not just in terms of civil rights. Many evangelical Christians, for 
example, willingly support Donald Trump, believing that their goals can be met 
through him, no matter how loathsome he may be personally. Their preachers 
have seen an opening and have exploited it, much as Dr. King tried to do in deal-
ing with Eisenhower, Kennedy and Johnson. In both cases, there has been a great 
deal of success. 
The question is, can those of us who supported the efforts of the one condemn 






March 31, 1968: Johnson Out! 
 
Looking back, it astonishes me how my family went from fervent Johnson 
supporters in 1964 to confirmed detractors just two years later. The Goldwater 
campaign had unfolded while we were in Thailand; there was no possibility my 
parents would have been wooed to him—even if back in the States. But the Christ-
mas bombings of Hanoi that year, and what we were learning about our own gov-
ernment’s deceptions in that regard (we learned different things in Bangkok that 
we would have back home), started us down a slope that led away from the Demo-
crats—though not to the Republicans. 
Gene McCarthy had brought us back into the fold, but with the understand-
ing that neither of my parents would ever consider voting for Johnson—or for any 
Republican. It looked as though a third-party protest vote would be their only op-
tion. 
 
If we idealists on the left had, in 1968, any real political savvy, we would 
have seen this coming. We would have recognized that there was no path forward 
for Lyndon Johnson as president of the United States. He had gambled to heavily 
on social legislation—and won, but at the cost of a great deal of support; he had no 
reserves left to spend on a failed foreign policy. If we had been of any mind to be 
charitable, we would have recognized that he had sacrificed his presidency—albeit 
indirectly—for Civil Rights. 
But we weren't of any mind to treat him charitably, not after the lies and cal-
lous destruction of an insane foreign policy that kept coming to light. That he had 
been on the rights side of Civil Rights could not balance out, today in 1968, what 
had become LBJ's war. 
LBJ had long understood what we didn't, that he could not shepherd his so-
cial legislation through to success and also withdraw from Vietnam. Too many 
congressional votes would be lost—even votes for his domestic policies—if he did 
not keep up a serious front of at least apparent containment of communism. 
We progressives could never understand the trade-offs made by an idealist 
who was also a realistic political horse trader. 
This should be of no surprise to anyone. Our interest, on the left, lay in caus-
es, not in political machinations, and in the future, not the past. We certainly 
weren't about to give Johnson a break because of that landmark Civil Rights legis-
lation of the past few years, not now, not once that was done and (we felt, incor-
rectly) finished. Not in the face of Vietnam. And we didn't care that he was losing 
support (to Wallace—this was before the advent of the Republicans' 'southern 
strategy' built from understanding of the segregationist's success) of millions of 
southern whites (and others) because of his social policies. 
In March of 1968, we cared about Vietnam and, if we thought about it at all, 
believed in Martin Luther King Jr.'s Poor People's Campaign, just then picking up 
steam. But that took second place. True, Johnson's Great Society hadn't been 
enough for most of the poor. More needed to be done and King was trying to make 
it happen, in part by bridging these two movements, something no one else, at the 
time, seemed to be doing. Bobby Kennedy was also moving in that direction, but 
he wasn't trusted by the antiwar movement. King was, but the two movements did 
not come together in very many people. 
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The divides in American society were becoming more and more obvious. 
In the Sunday New York Times for today in 1968, in newspapers nation-wide, 
on the radio and on television, we were told that President Lyndon Johnson would 
address the nation on the Vietnam War. At nine o'clock. This night. Though we 
cordially hated Johnson by now (again, we had supported him in 1964 against 
Goldwater), the Barlow family would be watching, ready for another round of 
obfuscation—but feeling it necessary to listen. 
We certainly had no idea how Johnson would end his talk. 
The huge three-line Times headline on the front of the next day's issue sums 
up what he did tell us: "Johnson Says He Won't Run; Halts North Vietnam Raids; 
Bids Hanoi Join Peace Moves." Johnson had ended his talk with this stunning an-
nouncement: 
Fifty-two months and ten days ago, in a moment of tragedy and 
trauma, the duties of this office fell upon me. 
I asked then for your help, and God's, that we might continue Amer-
ica on its course binding our wounds, healing our history, moving for-
ward in new unity to clear the American agenda and to keep the Ameri-
can commitment for all of our people. 
United we have kept that commitment. And united we have en-
larged that commitment. And through all time to come I think America 
will be a stronger nation, a more just society, a land of greater opportuni-
ty and fulfillment because of what we have all done together in these 
years of unparalleled achievement. 
Our reward will come in the life of freedom and peace and hope that 
our children will enjoy through ages ahead. 
What we won when all of our people united just must not now be 
lost in suspicion and distrust and selfishness and politics among any of 
our people. And believing this as I do I have concluded that I should not 
permit the Presidency to become involved in the partisan divisions that 
are developing in this political year. 
With American sons in the fields far away, with America's future 
under challenge right here at home, with our hopes and the world's hopes 
for peace in the balance every day, I do not believe that I should devote 
an hour or a day of my time to any personal partisan causes or to any du-
ties other than the awesome duties of this office—the Presidency of your 
country. 
Accordingly, I shall not seek, and I will not accept, the nomination 
of my party for another term as your President. But let men everywhere 
know, however, that a strong and a confident and vigilant America stands 
ready tonight to seek an honorable peace; and stands ready tonight to de-
fend an honored cause, whatever the price, whatever the sacrifice that du-
ty may require. 
Thank you for listening. Good night and God bless all of you. 
The effect on the five of us in the Barlow living room was explosive—but, at 
the same time, you could have heard a pin drop. We were stunned; I don't think 
any of us said a word. Though we were certainly happy at the announcement, I 
don't think any of us felt like celebrating. 
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There are moments seared into the memories of all of our lives—for me 
(among a few others): where I was when I heard John Kennedy had been shot, the 
view of Jim Hendrix playing "The Star Spangled Banner" from near the Hog Farm 
at Woodstock, the feeling of my life ending as I felt as I fell with an elephant chas-
ing me when I was in Peace Corps in Africa—memories as vivid now as when 
they happened. 
And I can still hear LBJ's words "I shall not seek, and I will not accept" as 
though they were spoken last night. As I listened, I did feel a sense of relief; all of 
us in the antiwar movement did. But this was no real triumph, merely a signal to 
us that our work had just begun. 
Yes, those words of LBJ have often been replayed, just as I replayed my dis-
belief on being told the President had been shot, just as I replay my personal 
memories every time I hear the recording of Hendrix's explosive guitar, just as I 
alone retain and replay the distant sound of my pathetic moan, as I realized I might 
be about to die under an elephant’s feet. 
Maybe the original memory of LBJ's words is also buried under repetitions, 
but it remains, perhaps, the signal instance of what I then perceived as good in 
what was soon to develop into a singularly bad year. For me and for my country. 
Two assassinations, multiple riots and the deterioration of our political sys-
tem... a beating, a rape, the onset of alcoholism and drug abuse... from this mo-
ment of triumph both the life of my country and my own would shriek downhill 
through 1968. 
 
‘What will happen now?’ That was the question we asked. McCarthy versus 
Kennedy and the winner against Nixon (who surely would win the Republican con-
test)? That wasn’t a bad idea. But there was also Vice President Hubert Humph-
rey to consider. Though a good liberal in many ways, he had yoked himself to 
Johnson’s war, and none of us was willing to forgive him for that. 






April 4, 1968: The Tragedies Reach New Heights 
 
Perhaps because the national wounds from the 1963 Kennedy killing were 
covered, at least, by the make-up applied by the Warren Commission and by more 
recent concerns, many of us Americans had forgotten, by 1968, the horror of as-
sassination, the absolute hopelessness that quickly turns to anger and anguish in 
its wake. This day, our buried memories rushed to the surface as a man respected 
by even his enemies (even those, like the FBI, trying to undermine that respect) 
was gunned down on a Memphis motel balcony. 
 
King killed. 
I remember: I was lying on my bed reading, the radio tuned, I suspect, to 
WBBM-AM out of Chicago, which had become an all-news station at about that 
time. If that changeover had not yet happened (as might have been the case), the 
news came to me over WCFL-AM, the pop station I was tiring of. 
King killed. Shot on a motel balcony in Memphis. 
Stunning, but (and this is another real American tragedy) not unexpected—
not like the Kennedy killing four and a half years earlier. In the milieu of violence 
that was already surrounding us thanks to the Vietnam war and urban riots, we 
were already used to the loss of our real best and brightest. 
Though "used to" is relative. More, of course, was to come than we possibly 
could have imagined. 
King killed. Shot on a motel balcony in Memphis. A nation stunned. 
My parents had not yet heard about King, about this tragedy. They were up-
stairs in the kitchen and living room. I walked up slowly and in something of a 
daze, still not sure that I had heard correctly, trying to compose the words for tell-
ing them, for I knew they revered Dr. King, probably more than I did. As I reached 
them, I still had no idea how to tell them, and I don't remember how I did. The 
sadness—not just for King, for his family or for his followers (including us) but 
for all Americans and all believers in peaceful resolution of strife—had already 
overwhelmed me, sending me into a state not unlike shock. 
The news scared me, also. Though he didn't seem to have the status he had 
had just a few years earlier, King was still not only our exemplar of nonviolence, 
but he was our bulkhead against the storm seas of anger that make up so much of 
the world. He was always so calm, so rational and so caring. We needed him, for 
he kept many of us—and not just in the African-American community—from let-
ting lose our own rage. We needed him as someone we could point to when feel-
ing we were surrounded by the worst of humanity, someone we could point to as 
an exemplar of the best. 
From another perspective, we needed him or, at least, the image we had cre-
ated of him, as the person who could keep hold of the best even in face of the 
worst—even when he personally failed (the FBI liked to leak rumors of his weak-
nesses, but that didn't make him any less important to us who followed him). He 
was, we believed, what each of us should aspire to be, even while knowing our 
own flaws too well to expect to reach that goal. No other person of that time, not a 
Kennedy, not a Billy Graham, not a... well, there really was no one else, no one 
like King, certainly. No one who could be both a human with human failings and 
an example of what humans at their best can be. 
 
150 
"What rough beast is this," I remember thinking with a shudder, paraphrasing 
W. B. Yeats (who had become one of my favorite poets), "slouching toward 
America to be born?" And "What hath God wrought?"  
As we sat in the living room trying to find more information on radio and tel-
evision, I grasped for whatever phrases came to mind; I had no words of my own; 
I felt an uncertainty like nothing I had ever before experienced, a pit like no other I 
had ever stared into. This could tear our country apart, I believed, and it just might. 
We had no way of knowing. All we had was grief. For King. For his family. 
For his movement. For us. For our country. 
For the United States, perhaps wearing the face of J. Edgar Hoover, had 
failed us. 
The uncertainty over the future caused by the assassination would grow over 
the following days as riots in response to it (something King, of course, would 
have hated) killed more than twenty and caused a thousand times as many arrests 
in Tallahassee, in Jackson, in Memphis itself, in Detroit and even in Washington, 
DC. 
***** 
Washington. I paid attention to what was happening there with particular 
care. It was where I knew I'd be in just two months. Where I hoped to be able to 
volunteer for a bit at the McCarthy national headquarters and help out in any way I 
could with the Poor People's Campaign. Where I was certain I would come into 
contact with what was, for the moment, just sound from the radio and image from 
television. None of this was distant; it was all part of my world. 
***** 
The other day, in response to my March 23rd post on King in Memphis, 
someone wrote on Facebook, "He wanted you folks to stop slaughtering us, most 
of all." I responded, "I think it was much more than that. He wanted to put an end 
to 'you' and 'us' thinking. He understood blacks and whites as all human together, 
not as groups to be pitted against each other." That King failed in this, as evi-
denced, trivially, by that response and, significantly, by the state of race relations 
today, is the great tragedy of the age. 
It is impossible to look back at the King assassination (as it is to any compa-
rable event, few though they are) disregarding what happened immediately after 
(or over the next fifty years, for that matter). When I think on it, I tie it to the in-
comparable sadness of a legacy that, in those first days, appeared to be in tatters—
but also to the resolution of his lieutenants and the associated organizations to 
keep the spirit of his beliefs alive, the violent end of his life notwithstanding. My 
admiration for King and for those attempting to honor and continue his legacy 
would stand me well in June, when I would be faced with my own unprovoked 
attacker. King, even in his absence, would be my own spiritual savior. 
There is probably not another person outside of my personal circle of family 
and friends who had the impact on my life that Dr. King had. Though I am no 
longer the strict adherent to nonviolence I once was, the principles of nonviolence 
as a tactic remain basic to my approach to political, personal and professional in-
teractions. That a man could stand with such equanimity and love to forces of vio-
lence and hate emboldened me, as it did so many others. It still does. 
We lost something tremendous and consequential this day in 1968, but we 
lucky ones retained a legacy unlike any other. 
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We have that, at least, to be thankful for. 
 
The death by racial animosity of Dr. King proved an excuse for unleashing 
the anger that had been boiling in many African American souls. For many others, 
it did promote a renewed activism in King’s name, but the movement was severely, 
perhaps morally, wounded. American idealism, certainly, has never recovered. 
Today’s Black Lives Matter movement should never have become necessary. 
When we hear of someone shot in their home by a cop, we shouldn’t have to jump 
to the often-correct conclusion that the victim was black—which proves the cor-
rect one in almost every case. 






April 5, 1968: Khe Sanh Siege Over; A More Horrible, 
Horrible Week Never Was 
 
Over the years and movies, Khe Sanh has become an American myth and 
Rorschach. Outside of those directly involved and careful followers of the nightly 
news, Khe Sanh was hardly known at the time. The names of Vietnamese places 
were hard for most Americans to remember, especially as they didn’t really want 
to. In this week of 1968, however, it was almost as significant as those country-
shaking events, the assassination of a great leader and the stepping aside of a 
president. 
Not quite, of course, but almost. 
 
This is a week the world changes. First, LBJ drops out of the 1968 presiden-
tial race. Second, that icon for all that's noble in humanity (for all of the govern-
ment's attempts to sully him), Martin Luther King, Jr., is killed. Third, the long 
siege of Khe Sanh is finally over this day in Vietnam. 
The banner headline in The New York Times for April 6, 1968 reads, "Army 
Troops in Capital As Negroes Riot; Guard Sent into Chicago, Detroit, Boston; 
Johnson Asks a Joint Session of Congress." The next story: "Siege of Khesanh 
Declared Lifted; Troops Hunt Foe." The story includes this passage: 
Before the pressure on the Khesanh based eased with the approach 
of the relief column, North Vietnamese gunners poured more than 40,000 
rounds of mortar, artillery and rocket fire into the two-square-mile base 
and three nearby hill positions. 
The siege had lasted for over two months. The United States tried to picture 
its end as a victory, but we Americans saw it as nothing more than relief, as the 
end of daily agony brought home to us by the news. Every death there punctuated 
once more the question, "Why?" 
The AP yearbook for 1968 describes what had gone on: 
The men lived in their zig-zag trenches (the bunkers were consid-
ered too dangerous) and slept in daytime snatches; the cover of night was 
their only chance to repair and improve their defenses.... 
Then it was over. The North Vietnamese, it seemed, had just up and left. 
But their leaving was not a victory. 
There were no victories this week in 1968, not for anyone.  
Anyone who thought that Johnson's withdrawal from the presidential contest 
had been a victory was a fool—we knew that even then. Even as we cheered, we 
knew that Johnson still controlled the Democratic Party. In the days before the 
contemporary primary system, no one could gain the Democratic nomination 
without the party leader's (at least tacit) approval. Bobby Kennedy would never 
manage that nor, in all likelihood, would Gene McCarthy. That left Vice President 
Hubert Humphrey. He wasn't in the race, not yet, but few now imagined he 
wouldn't be. And with Humphrey the nominee, the war would continue, no matter 
which party succeeded in November. 
Anyone who thought anything positive could come from the death of Dr. 
King was an idiot—as those behind his killing (if there were more than the trig-
german, and I suspect there were) most certainly were. Any possibility of contin-
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ued efforts toward racial reconciliation was erased by that single bullet. The situa-
tion only got worse—for everyone. What should have been a legacy of peace was 
turning into a legacy of destruction—not by King's close supporters but by whites 
and blacks tipped over into violence by misunderstanding of King (which contin-
ues) mixed with their own feelings of victimization, both real and imagined. That 
Times story cited above says, "The death toll from the violence stemming from Dr. 
King's assassination stood at the total of 14 tonight. Besides five deaths in Wash-
ington, they included seven in Chicago, one in Detroit and one in Tallahassee." 
And that's hardly more than a day after the barbarous act. 
Anyone who thought there was anything to cheer about in the lifting of the 
siege of Khe Sanh was delusional. This wasn't Bastogne, where Patton's tanks 
could save the day and rumble on toward Berlin: nothing was like that, nor was 
expected to be. In the aftermath of Khe Sanh, there were only fewer deaths for the 
moment—or, more accurately, fewer deaths seen on TV.  
What was made clear by Khe Sanh was that there was never going to be any 
winning in Vietnam. Yes, some few of us had known that for quite some time. 
Now, everyone did. Or should have. 
From the fifty-year perspective, this week just ending in 1968 could be seen 
as the week that made contemporary America. Dr. King was derailed as driver of 
any train toward racial reconciliation and no one, since, has been able to take his 
place. If anything, race relations are as bad today, if not worse, than they were in 
1968. Our current political alignment results from racism as surely as it does from 
anything anyone can dig up. If King had lived, I doubt Trump would be president. 
By leaving the race, Johnson insured chaos in the political process, a chaos 
that has become standard fare ever since. We no longer know how to pick our po-
litical candidates except through primaries that encourage bloc voting by various 
constituencies, particularly what we call today "tribal" ones. Our politics have 
come to be dominated by winning at any cost, generally by pleasing one group of 
voters rather than a majority, and not by governing best for all. The result? Trump. 
Johnson's inability to take the bull by the horns and withdraw American forc-
es from Vietnam, to even imagine there could be some sort of negotiated ending, 
left America with a divided sense of what it could accomplish internationally, 
causing it to act sometimes recklessly and sometimes with too much hesitation. 
The nation never did come to understand what had happened to it in Vietnam and 
has never come to a point of comfort with its own military. On the one hand, we 
praise our veterans for their service while, on the other, stockpiling weapons 
against the day when our soldiers break down our doors. This lack of sensible pol-
icy toward the rest of the world and toward those we task with carrying it out (in 
both the State Department and the military) also helped lead to Trump. 
The disaster of Khe Sanh that ended this day in 1968—call it a victory if you 
will, it doesn't matter—should have united the United States against any continua-
tion of the war. It did not. Like the other events of the week, it simply exposed 
another of the deep rifts in American culture, rifts that have not closed an inch 
over the fifty years since. 
They may even have widened. 
 
It’s possible, looking back, to pick almost any event as a turning point—and 
almost everything, in fact, is, for history hinges on every incident. But the three 
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losses of this week, of a moral leader, a president and a war (Khe Sanh showed 
that the war in Vietnam was unwinnable), did more to shape the America of the 
next fifty years than did any other week of 1968. Almost everything of the political 
and cultural life of the United States of 2018 can be traced back directly to this 






April 16, 1968: Memphis Sanitation Strike Finally 
Ends and the Poor People's Campaign Begins 
 
Unions, once one of the most potent political forces in the United States, 
have faded almost to the point of insignificance. Fortunately for me, my work is 
unionized and I benefit from that. Growing up, the mythologies of union struggles 
surrounded me, from the songs to the personalities to the successes. What unions 
had brought to the average American seemed unquestionable. 
Since the 1950s, unions have been under new types of attack. No longer were 
strikers beaten and even killed, but unions are undermined by other means—and 
sometimes through their own mistakes and, yes, corruption. There is little power 
left in them today, though their sway continues to some degree within the Demo-
cratic Party.  
 
Amid riots and mourning, and amid increasing recognition that American so-
ciety was ailing more seriously than anyone before had recognized, the Memphis 
sanitation strike, at least one positive note in a time of disaster, came to an end on 
this day in 1968. This had to happen. White leaders, from the president on down, 
knew it and put pressure on the city to settle—especially after the April 7, 1968 
march in Memphis lead by the newly widowed Coretta Scott King, Harry Belafon-
te, and the Rev. Ralph Abernathy, who was already attempting to pick up Martin 
Luther King Jr.'s fallen baton. Mrs. King, according to The New York Times for 
April 7, addressed the crowd: 
"Somehow," she said, "I hope in this resurrection experience the 
will will be created within the hearts, and minds, and the souls, and the 
spirits of those who have the power to make changes come about." 
Then, her voice breaking, she said: "How many men must die before 
we can really have a free and true and peaceful society? How long will it 
take?" 
People, both black and white, had come from across the country for this 
march, as many as 40,000 of them. There was no violence during the march. 
On this day in 1968, the American Federation of State, County and Munici-
pal Employees announced with the city of Memphis that the strike had been settled 
and the union recognized. The Rev. James Lawson told the crowd gathered, "You 
have gained the right to stand on your own two feet and don't you let anybody turn 
you around." 
Fifty years later, Lawson's words are bittersweet, especially in light of the 
likely outcome before the Supreme Court of Janus v. AFSCME, a case that may 
well destroy the very union (and all other public-sector unions) that the Memphis 
sanitation workers fought so hard to establish in their city. 
In its article, by Earl Caldwell, the Times reported that the Rev. Ralph D. 
Abernathy said: 
"Let the poor people come out of Mississippi, Alabama, Ash[e]ville, 
Knoxville and Arkansas and meet us at the Lorraine Motel," Mr. Aber-




Though I knew that I, a middle-class boy living in a well-to-do Michigan 
town, could be no leading activist in this coming Poor People's Campaign, I was 
looking forward providing any support to it that I could. That wouldn't be much, I 
also knew. I hadn't much money of my own and few skills but if, even just by my 
presence in a crowd, I could help bring greater attention to the PPC, I would. 
As I expected to be in Washington during the time the PPC would be active 
there, I was already thinking of what I could do. I was already planning to help out 
on that other campaign, the political one of Gene McCarthy, in its national head-
quarters, but I hoped there would be other things I could do during the few weeks I 
would be in the city. 
I knew I would have to be circumspect, not jumping into anything. From my 
reading, from the experiences of Quaker activists I had encountered, and from my 
own time at the Arthur Morgan School in Yancey County in western North Caro-
lina, I knew that outsiders can wreck a movement simply by their dominating 
presence. 
In "Civil Disobedience," Henry David Thoreau wrote: 
There will never be a really free and enlightened State until the State 
comes to recognize the individual as a higher and independent power, 
from which all its own power and authority are derived, and treats him 
accordingly. 
That meant, to me, that each of us, also, must treat all others "as a higher and 
independent power," never trying to tell them what to do. 
At the same time, we can't use that as an excuse for inaction. As Dr. King 
himself wrote in his "Letter from Birmingham Jail": 
I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. 
I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens 
in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We 
are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single gar-
ment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. Nev-
er again can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial "outside agita-
tor" idea. Anyone who lives inside the United States can never be consid-
ered an outsider anywhere within its bounds. 
Quaker activists supporting the Civil Rights movement had learned these two 
lessons quickly, coming in not to command but to support in places like Selma and 
Montgomery. I had seen what happens when only the second is understood, had 
seen it up in the mountains, where well-meaning Volunteers in Service to America 
(VISTA) had appeared, quickly alienating the people of the South Toe Valley with 
their assumption of superior knowledge and skills. This lesson would stay with 
me, influencing my service as a Peace Corps Volunteer in Togo, West Africa dec-
ades later (and manifest in an article I co-wrote about a business we assisted in 
creating) and continuing to influence my teaching. It may be imperative that we 
support even those distant and different from us, but we cannot command them, 
only offer and let them accept—or not. 
Mrs. King, in her words in Memphis, captured the hope many of us felt even 
in the wake of her husband's assassination, hope that his movement could continue 
and that a new day was, indeed, about to dawn. Millions of us still believed in the 
message of Dr. King and in the strategies he had used. You move forward through 
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ideals and succeed through the refusal of fear. Your sword is the humanity that 
sparks your cause. 
That attitude would be sorely tested through the end of the year—and over 
the next half-century beyond. 
 
There is little left of the labor and civil-rights movements that once seemed to 
be changing American society for the better. Today, both are back on their heels, 
retreating to past glory days instead of finding ways of fighting forward. Both 







April 21, 1968: A Boy in Michigan... 
 
By this point in 2018, I was feeling that I needed to give a bit more about just 
why I had embarked on this 1968 project in the first place. So far, this project may 
have seemed directed only by the passage of time and not by any greater point. 
Now, though, the year was changing, its downhill slide accelerated by the death of 
Dr. King. As it is that slide I was describing through recent posts, I felt it time to 
also warn that the downturn would be personal, that the year and I had a great 
deal in common. 
Though I certainly focus on my own experiences, I recognize that their value 
lies in their connection to the broader movements in American society. Though I 
may value my personal history, the real reason for this project has to be its con-
nection to the greater changes surrounding me. 
 
The cars were different by 1968, but Eighth Street in Holland, Michigan did-
n't look much different from what it had twenty or more years earlier. The lives of 
most white Americans weren't that different, either. Nor was mine—in particular. 
The radical 1960s changes in American society—in white American society, that 
is (change had already begun for African-Americans, for both good and bad)—
were just beginning. 
The changes would now start to come quickly, for each of us individually, 
for towns like Holland, and for the country. For me, the changes were going to be 
radical, this year, more radical, perhaps, than for most—though all of us would 
suffer at least some of the consequences of the unfolding events of 1968. 
Because it was happening only on our own micro level, the coming Barlow 
family transition from the Midwest to the East was, naturally, meaningful to me, 
meaningless to the whole. That whole, however, that United States, would be radi-
cally different from what it had a year earlier when 1969 began. So, on two levels, 
by the end of the year my life would be unrecognizable when compared to what it 
had been at this point in the spring. 
How unrecognizable? 
This spring had already been one of small changes, but nothing in compari-
son to ones that would come over the summer, either personally or nationally. I 
had acquired my first razor, probably in the last March or April, though I hardly 
needed it. By fall, I would be shaving every day—but that's just part of growing 
up. My hair, though generally longer each month than it had been the one before, 
was usually cut back when my parents finally rebelled against its length. By Sep-
tember, that no longer worked and the only clipping I did resulted from split 
ends—or to clean up, next spring, for high-school graduation. That, too, control 
over how one looks, is simply part of growing up—though, in this case, it was a 
deliberate break from the mainstream, who laughed at—and sometimes beat up—
those people they called "hippies." 
Though I had been keeping a pack of Camel straights hidden in my school 
locker, I was no smoker in April 1968. The same stale cigarettes had been hidden 
in the lip above the locker door since last October. By September, I would be a 
confirmed consumer of a pack a day. My father had quit smoking a few years ear-
lier, so this would really bother my parents, but there would prove to be little they 
could do about it. 
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Before this spring, I had tried a drink or two sneaked from friends' parents' 
liquor cabinets; by December, hardly a day went by when I drank nothing. Many 
days, I consumed way too much and frequently used the fake ID that got me in the 
door of almost any bar I cared to try (generally dives—I quickly developed a taste 
for the low life). Though I can't say for sure, I think I was an alcoholic by the end 
of December. 
Racial strife, in April, was something I knew about from a distance but had 
never seen; by the end of June, I had been beaten by an African American just 
moments before police started lobbing tear gas into unrest they were themselves 
promoting into riot. There was triumph in this, strangely enough, for it had rein-
forced my commitment to nonviolence and even to the teachings of Martin Luther 
King, Jr. But it was a radical change in how I saw myself and my surroundings. 
In April, Eastern Europe, to me, was a blank on the map that I had no interest 
in working to fill in. By the end of August, I had consorted with Yugoslavs, had 
visited Prague, and had made my way back to Germany in a scary flight that had 
me, at one point, wondering if I were headed, instead, toward the USSR, fright-
ened half to death by the prospect. 
I had dreamed about sex with girls long before summer started, but that was 
all. I had never even kissed one, though I desperately wanted to. By the time the 
summer was over, I had not only kissed a girl but I had experienced sex, though 
sex in a way I could not have imagined before, forced upon me by a much older 
man and very much against my will. 
By years' end, I think it is safe to say, I was no longer a boy. 
On the other hand, like my country, I had become a mess. 
Getting the picture? 1968 was to be as much of a watershed in my life as it 
was for my nation. Though the details were different for each individual, many of 
my generation were changed this year, for reasons, like mine, both personal and 
generalized to our nation. Our mutual idealism, over the course of the year, was 
trashed. 
***** 
I would like to be able to say that I and perhaps all Americans had learned 
something over the course of 1968. But, like that favorite character of mine, Ben-
ny Profane in Thomas Pynchon's V., I mainly simply felt somewhat lost: 
"You've had all these fabulous experiences. I wish mine would show 
me something." 
"Why?" 
"The experience, the experience. Haven't you learned?" 
Profane didn't have to think long. "No," he said, "offhand I'd say I 
haven't learned a goddamn thing." 
I'd loved those lines for a couple of years. Only at the end of 1968 did I begin 
to fully understand them and apply them, appalled at what I was seeing, to myself. 
***** 
For me, starting the year in pleasant and unimportant Holland, Michigan and 
ending it in an even smaller and similarly obscure community in upstate New 
York (fifteen miles from Utica, the declining industrial city I hitched to every 
chance I got for the excitement of the city) was a metaphor for the change/no-
change and lack of learning I see in the year as a whole. I so wanted to leave Hol-
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land—but not because there was anything wrong with it, simply because it bored 
me.  
Be careful what you wish for, as they say: Clinton, NY was ten times worse 
than Holland—and it didn't even try in the ways people in Holland did, try to be 
up-to-date... or even to think. It was, I would discover, worse than boring. 
Because I changed so dramatically over the summer of 1968, I expected the 
world to change with me. And, in some ways, it did. In others, however, it did not, 
and Clinton was exemplar of the refusal, so common in America, to face the reali-
ties of the world outside of its borders and change to meet them. Yeah, Holland 
had a lot of that, too, but the attitude was belligerent, in Clinton. 
 
The only rollercoaster I have ridden is the Cyclone at Coney Island. It starts 
slowly, an uphill climb associated with a loud metallic ratcheting, a process that 
seems to take an eternity. Then, from the top, a quick descent, ups and downs, and 
a much slower pull to a stop. All of this in what seems a split second. At this time, 
we are reaching the top, the descent about to commence, though not yet starting, 
not quite yet. 






April 30, 1968: Columbia Students Arrested 
 
As a college professor now (and since 2004), I am more attuned to campus 
activities than I was as the child of one. My goal in 1968 was to become a printer 
and that, I knew, did not require college. Still, in the back of my mind, I am sure I 
knew I would go, but I cherished the non-conformity of my surface plans. 
 
As an American 16-year-old in 1968 and the child of a professor, I looked up 
on college students as gods. Problem was, I did not want to be one. My current 
image of them came from the men among the Hope College students my father 
taught, preppy (to use a term not yet in vogue) looking, hair stylishly but conserva-
tively long (nothing shoulder length), clean, healthy, and far removed from the 
crises of the day. I knew I could never match their confidence or suave manners; I 
would never be at home among them, but always would be on my guard. I could 
never have their preening self-confidence. They were all better than I could ever 
be. 
In my naïveté, I did not consider that college students elsewhere had 
changed, that Hope College boys were not among the vanguard either socially or 
politically. A thousand miles to the east, a new kind of undergraduate was begin-
ning to flex its muscles as Columbia University students began to expand tactics of 
the Civil Rights Movement onto campus. But I knew nothing of that. Few of us 
beyond New York did—yet. 
***** 
Mark Rudd, one of the new movement's leaders, described its first actions for 
The New York Times half a century later: 
Beginning on April 23, 1968, in an act of protest against the univer-
sity’s role in the war effort and its plans to expand into nearby Harlem, 
we had occupied five classroom buildings. The administration, after a 
week’s hesitation, called in hundreds of police officers, clubs and black-
jacks swinging… to forcibly remove us. 
Rudd goes on to comment that "this history, which privileges the actions and 
concerns of white students like myself, is incomplete." He's right, of course, for it 
generally omits the contributions to the movement of African-Americans and of 
women—the point of Rudd's op-ed. 
I don't remember much about the Columbia uprising (if it may be called 
that); most of what I know came to me months or years after the fact. I didn't know 
that the Students for a Democratic Society, of which Rudd was a part, had paired 
with the Student Afro-American Society in that April 23 occupation (though I 
would know that two years later, in the aftermath of Kent State and Jackson State 
during my own freshman year at Utica College). I did know quite soon that the 
Columbia students had looked to the Student Non-violence Coordinating Commit-
tee tactics for inspiration but not that black Columbia students had provided direct 
and immediate leadership of the other Columbia students, providing discipline that 
the SDS leaders lacked. Of course, I didn't know that. As Rudd writes: 
The central role played by the Student Afro-American Society has 
never been acknowledged in accounts of Columbia ’68. The story has 
been about the white kids of the New Left, the S.D.S. and myself, as a 
 
166 
singular protest leader.... Women were similarly written out of the history 
of the protests.  
That image of mine of the college student in 1968? It was of a white male as 
it wanted to imagine itself. I am glad, today, that I was, even then, uncomfortable 
with the idea of joining in the self-congratulations. There was, I knew, something 
missing from the picture they had constructed. Though I did not yet know what it 
was, I did know that something wasn't there. Unconscious to it, I still wanted to 
find what it was instead of just blindly joining in the party. 
***** 
Another Columbia student who participated in the occupation was Henry 
Reichman, who became a college professor himself and a leader of the American 
Association of University Professors. He contributed to A Time to Stir: Columbia 
'68, posting his essay also on the AAUP’s Academe blog. He wrote: 
I was never the strongest advocate for militancy, but days into the 
rebellion, I found myself committed to a movement that would shape the 
rest of my life. One morning, Tom Hurwitz was guarding the window 
through which people entered and left the occupied building. Suddenly I 
heard his voice boom, “Hank Reichman! Your father’s here.” Of course, I 
heard this as dripping with sarcasm. Here I am—the tough, now-
embarrassed revolutionary youth with the concerned father. (Later I 
would learn that my wife, also in Mathematics but who I did not yet 
know, had the same experience with her dad.) My father arrived in his 
suit and tie. He had been a radical and student rebel at City College in the 
thirties. He invited me to breakfast and tried to convince me to leave the 
building. 
“You’ve made your point,” he said. “Everything after this will be 
destructive.” 
I replied, “No dad, we have to stick it out,” which is what, I’m now 
certain, he expected to hear from me.... 
Sometimes it seems I never left. For what that building and the 
broader events of that incredible spring have come to mean for me is a 
lifetime’s commitment to the fight for social change and justice. 
Though I was not at Columbia and only vaguely knew of what was happen-
ing there at the time, I understand Reichman's words. Sometimes it seems I never 
left my own 1968, the crux of which, for me, was yet to come, this day in April. 
Like Reichman, I have carried what I learned that year forward for half a 
century, staying loyal to ideals forged in the crucible of 1968. 
***** 
The headline for May 1, 1968 in The New York Times reads "Pickets Circle 
Columbia; Class Reopening Delayed; 720 Protesters Arraigned." The story, by 
Sylvan Fox, begins: 
Columbia University was ringed yesterday by hundreds of picketing 
students seeking to keep the institution paralyzed in the wake of a police 
raid that cleared demonstrators from five buildings they had occupied. 
This would prove not an end but a beginning, as another story in the Times 
this day in 1968 indicates. Titled "Lindsay Orders Report on Police," it begins: 
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Mayor Lindsay has called upon Police Commissioner Howard R. 
Leary to submit a report on alleged police brutality at Columbia Universi-
ty early yesterday morning. 
One hundred thirty-two students, four faculty members, and twelve 
policemen suffered cuts and bruises on the campus when the police 
moved swiftly in the crisp clear night to clear demonstrators from five 
buildings. 
The police did not know how to deal with situations such as the one they 
were facing at Columbia. They had learned little from police over-reactions to the 
Civil Rights Movement whose tactics the students had borrowed, and they would 
learn nothing more over the next couple of years. The National Guard would also 
learn little while watching on the sidelines or helping quell riots in American cit-
ies, its ignorance culminating in the Kent State killings almost exactly two years 
later. The police showed their own lack of progress less than two weeks after that, 
at Jackson State. In between the events of April 1968 and May 1970, of course, 
was to be the police riot outside the Democratic National Convention this coming 
August—among other incidents that hastened the drawing of American into two 
bitterly oppositional camps. 
It's not just individuals who still carry 1968 with them, half a century later, 
but the United States as a whole. 
 
Most of us white Americans born between 1946 and 1956 remember 1968 as 
a watershed if not as baggage we continue to carry. For African Americans of the 
same age, I suspect the same is true, though for many in urban communities 1967 
or 1965 might be the significant year. All of us were marked for life in the late 
sixties, as was the greater American society. That we never have dealt with the 






May 7, 1968: The Indiana Primary 
 
Politics in America was once competition. Now, it is warfare. Sure, there 
have always been brutal—and brutally dishonest—political frays, But there were 
rules. “Win at any cost” was certainly the underpinning of some thinking, but it 
was an idea well hidden. In the early 1968 primaries, there was still a sense of 
civility, especially now that Johnson was gone and Humphrey had yet to become 
more than a looming factor. Perhaps we were foolish or naïve—or both—but we 
believed that campaigning could be an act of learning and teaching and not simply 
the destruction of an opponent. 
Oh, how different from 2018! 
 
The contested Indiana presidential primary, held this date in 1968, pitted 
Gene McCarthy against Bobby Kennedy for the first time... and the Kennedy, as 
had been the family experience going back quite some time, won, 42% to 27% 
(with 31% going to "favorite son" and, essentially, establishment surrogate, Gov-
ernor Roger Branigan). We McCarthy supporters had expected the loss, but we 
were not happy about it—although we could take faint solace in the fact that Ken-
nedy had not reached a majority. In April, also, many of us had developed a bit of 
grudging respect for Kennedy on reading of his handling of the news of the assas-
sination of Martin Luther King, Jr. just a little more than a month before the pri-
mary. In one  of the greatest impromptu speeches of his time, he said, that day in 
Indianapolis: 
Ladies and gentlemen, I'm only going to talk to you just for a mi-
nute or so this evening, because I have some very sad news for all of 
you.... and, I think, sad news for all of our fellow citizens, and people 
who love peace all over the world; and that is that Martin Luther King 
was shot and killed tonight in Memphis, Tennessee. 
Martin Luther King dedicated his life to love and to justice between 
fellow human beings. He died in the cause of that effort. 
In this difficult day, in this difficult time for the United States, it's 
perhaps well to ask what kind of a nation we are.... 
For those of you who are black and are tempted to... .be filled with 
hatred and mistrust of the injustice of such an act, against all white peo-
ple, I would only say that I can also feel in my own heart the same kind of 
feeling. I had a member of my family killed, but he was killed by a white 
man.... 
What we need in the United States is not division; what we need in 
the United States is not hatred; what we need in the United States is not 
violence an lawlessness, but is love, and wisdom, and compassion toward 
one another, and a feeling of justice toward those who still suffer within 
our country, whether they be white or whether they be black. 
Looking back, the weakness of the McCarthy campaign can be heard in those 
words. Whatever one's opinion of Kennedy, he was running a much broader and, 
surprisingly, more idealistic campaign than McCarthy, who was really only chal-
lenging the establishment of the party on one issue, the Vietnam War. Though 
many of us McCarthy supporters distrusted Kennedy as not only a Johnny-come-
lately to the antiwar crowd but as a political chameleon who was adept at identify-
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ing the next color before arriving at its necessity (we knew of his work with Joe 
McCarthy's people, for example), Kennedy was attacking Johnson even on his 
home ground by also addressing poverty and race relations. McCarthy, for the 
most part, stayed away from such issues, simply supporting the admirable, if lim-
ited, successes of the Democrats of the last few years. 
Like that future "populist" Donald Trump, Kennedy had been born to money 
and knew nothing personally of the people he was now trying to attract to his 
campaign—not just African-Americans but the poorer whites who believed that 
the Washington and East Coast elites did not care a whit for them (a sentiment that 
has not, of course, receded). For many, me included, his background made Kenne-
dy's protestations of empathy suspect (just the feeling I have, though now much 
stronger, about Trump). I saw them as calculated political manipulation. 
Knowing he needed a victory quickly if he were going to supplant McCarthy 
as the prime alternative to Vice President Hubert Humphrey, who has stepped into 
the race in April as a replacement for Johnson, Kennedy put quick and great effort 
into Indiana. He needed to strike fast, to establish himself before Humphrey could 
get his own campaign moving. The power of the party machine, which would be 
backing Humphrey (as all knew) was immense. It could only be stopped by attack-
ing it and crippling it before it could bring that power to bear. 
In his book Robert F. Kennedy and the 1968 Indiana Primary (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2008), Ray E. Boomhower writes: 
"I remember when we moved out in Indiana and the theory was, 
'God, well, you know, if we lose Indiana we lose everything," noted Ken-
nedy campaign aide William Haddad. "Se we all just went out there."... 
Kennedy reiterated the importance of the Indiana primary for his presi-
dential effort. "We can win it here in the state of Indiana," he told the 
crown in Fort Wayne that mobbed his car. "If we can win it here, we can 
go on to win in Oregon, win in California and win at the convention be-
cause of your help." (76) 
My family had lived in Fort Wayne as recently as 1966, and had spent a 
number of years in the late fifties and early sixties farther south in the state, in 
Richmond, where I had attended kindergarten and my first three years of elemen-
tary school. So, we all were watching Indiana closely. None of us was naïve 
enough to expect McCarthy to pull an upset there—we knew the mindsets of too 
many Hoosiers—but we weren't certain Kennedy could do particularly well, either 
and were surprised by how well he did do. 
The results seemed to please both candidates. As Warren Weaver, Jr., writing 
for The New York Times (May 8, 1968), noted, "The Indiana results insured that 
the two Democratic Senators would renew their rivalry in four succeeding prima-
ries—in Nebraska a week from today, Oregon on May 28 and California and 
South Dakota on June 4." The article continues: 
On the whole, the Democratic candidates' reactions were remarka-
bly similar: None had done as well as he had hoped but none of them was 
prepared to admit it…. 
Looking back, there was nothing any of the candidates could really be 
pleased about; this was merely a last normal primary day for the Democratic Party. 




I don’t believe it ever crossed Gene McCarthy’s mind that a run for president 
could make him rich—that it could be a good career move even if he lost. That, 
today, seems to be an assumed part of every campaign decision. Few of the candi-
dates for the 2020 Democratic nomination for President of the United States have 
any hope of winning and fewer still entered the race in order to change the politi-
cal debate. New York City’s major Bill de Blasio, for example, never had a chance 
of winning and his only identifiable platform was ‘pre-K for everyone,’ based on 
his success in expanding his city’s schooling down from kindergarten. His calcula-
tion was likely that the speaking fee he could charge after a run would grow sub-
stantially and that he could rake in new and greater consultancy fees as well as a 
contributor contract on a cable-news network. And De Blasio is no outlier. 
In 1968, we McCarthy supporters thought Robert Kennedy venal. Little did 






May 12, 1968: The Start of the Poor People's  
Campaign 
 
Very few people anywhere in the United States paid any attention as numbers 
of American poor and disenfranchised began to trickle toward Washington, DC 
for the start of the Poor People’s Campaign. Very few Americans, today, even 
know what the Campaign was. Set against the major events of the year, it seems as 
Quixotic as it was ineffective. For many of us on the left at the time, however, its 
significance lay in the attempt to keep Dr. King’s legacy alive—so we supported it, 
even those of us who did not feel we could participate, not being, ourselves, poor 
or African American. 
 
On May 12, 1968, a number of buses that had started out in Mississippi ar-
rived in Washington, DC. They carried the first of thousands of demonstrators 
who would be part of the Poor People's Campaign at what was soon called “Resur-
rection City” by the Reflecting Pool between the Washington Monument and the 
Lincoln Memorial. Contrary to published accounts in a press that was not at all 
sympathetic to the Campaign, the large camp was, as far as I could see when I 
walked around it in June, well organized, neat and peaceful. I never entered for I 
was never invited in and never asked nor tried to enter on my own. 
We middle class white Americans who supported the Poor People's Cam-
paign, especially those of us who expected to be in DC while it was going on, 
talked frequently about how we could best support the Campaign, and talked about 
it, when we could, with the organizers (or our representatives did). Discussions on 
what our roles could be were delicate. One of the things we quickly came to un-
derstand is that we had to serve in a support capacity, leaving leadership to others. 
Leaving a great deal, actually, to others. 
The lesson that would be crammed into my head over the month before my 
own arrival in Washington—and that continued after—was that one must always 
accept the right of others to make their own decisions. If you do not, progress is 
not made—not permanent progress, at least.  
What I would learn from the Poor People's Campaign influenced how I 
would later run organizations, how I would act as a Peace Corps Volunteer in 
West Africa, and how would I teach. It was probably the greatest positive lesson 
of a year that would prove, for me, to be full of cautionary tales and mistakes. 
For all of our insistence upon it and our continual recreation of the structure, 
top-down decision-making almost always ultimately fails, though it may seem 
expedient in the short run. After the current structure falls, the strategy fails again, 
for the next structure is generally the same except for the faces (this is what 
George Orwell got so right in Animal Farm). Real change only occurs when a real 
alternative to this sort of governance is found and utilized. The people of the Poor 
People's Campaign were trying to do just that. We whose lives were enmeshed in 
the current hierarchy should not be reaching down; we needed to give space to 
those below so they could pull themselves up. 
This is not to say that the poor should be left alone to pull themselves up by 
their bootstraps. Instead, it means providing space and resources and protection 
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from exploitation, things that all people should have. It means allowing even poor 
people to have voices in decision-making. 
Unfortunately, during the 1960s, the United States, though its own basic 
governmental structure, the Constitution, had been created with this problem in 
mind, was not in a position to listen to or see people who were trying to bring it 
back to its core values. Conflict tends to align one into an authoritarian structure 
(the Chinese communists tried to develop another way during conflict, but even 
they failed in the face immediate threat) and America was full of conflict in 1968, 
fuller than it has been at any time since—until 2018.  
The Poor People's Campaign did not succeed in its stated goal. On the other 
hand, many Americans did learn from it. Too bad, but they have also forgotten it. 
The AP yearbook for 1968 describes the beginning of the Poor People's 
Campaign: 
Demonstrators would live in a tent city, a "New City of Hope" King 
wanted to call it, complete with its own municipal government, services 
and police department. It would not be another good-natured, one-day 
march on Washington like the famous one in 1963, King told Negro lead-
ers. It would be a "militant" camp-in…. 
There was inspiring idealism behind the Poor People's Campaign, something 
especially important to me and to those in the Quaker and leftist communities in 
the aftermath of King's assassination. Especially in light of the violence that had 
gripped so many American cities over the weeks since.  
Even in the face of the world falling apart, some people, at least, were still 
trying to improve the world. We grasped onto that straw. 
The page-one story in The New York Times for May 13, 1968 (datelined May 
12) over Ben A. Franklin's byline was titled "5,000 Open Poor People's Campaign 
in Washington." The opening the Campaign was coupled with Mother's Day and 
headlined by a rally away from the site where Resurrection City would rise, one 
featuring Dr. King's widow, Coretta Scott King, who: 
was accompanied by half a dozen white women, including Mrs. Robert F. 
Kennedy, wife of the Democratic Senator of New York; Mrs. Joseph S. 
Clark, wife of the Democratic Senator of Pennsylvania; Mrs. Philip A. 
Hart, wife of the Democratic Senator of Michigan, and Mrs. Harry 
Belafonte, wife of the singer. 
Unfortunately, few among the white communities of America seemed to 
care. Back home in Holland, Michigan, I don't think many were at all aware of the 
Poor People's Campaign. The poor were not something they believed in or were 
interested in. Besides, poverty was brought on by lack of effort—or so it was 
blithely assumed. 
The point of the campaign was to change that notion. 
It's too bad it failed, though the real failure is that of America itself. 
 
One of the things the Poor People’s Campaign tried to counter was the belief 
that poverty is the fault of the poor. If the poor would just get out and work, too 
many still believe, they could stop being poor. Yet is has always been the poor who 
worked hardest and longest. Look at the fruit picker, the dishwasher and the maid: 
Would you, if you are an American from a middle-class background of any class, 
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be willing to take on their work? Not likely. Yet there is a good chance you look 






May 16, 1968: French Students Riot 
 
Like so many young Americans of my generation, I cared little for what was 
going on outside the borders of the United States in early 1968. Even when we had 
lived in Thailand, my family was part of the American cocoon. My brothers and I 
attended an “international” school that was really simply American and we spent 
a great deal of time at the Joint U.S. Military Advisory Group complex, where 
there was an American-style restaurant and a PX that we, as a Fulbright family, 
were allowed to use (on sufferance) or at the United States Information Service 
center where there were a library and movie showings. Though my brothers and I 
loved exploring Bangkok and picked up a smattering of Thai, we were as much 
still at home as we were in a foreign country. 
I was going overseas in 1968 not because I wanted to (though I didn’t mind) 
but to make life easier for my parents. In other words, the most significant weeks 
of my life occurred outside of my own advocacy or volition. The fact that I didn’t 
even end up in the country intended seems, in retrospect, appropriate. 
 
My approaching time in France, I found out about this day in 1968, was 
quickly turning into a time in Switzerland. My mother, who felt she knew more 
about her children than they did, had long ago decided what I really wanted to do 
was to learn French. She had forced it on me even in elementary school and then 
in high school here in Holland, Michigan, where I was earning D's at it. Two years 
of it, and I could hardly tell "oui" from "non." But she persisted. 
Obviously, the idea of spending the summer in France learning the language 
had not been my own. My parents simply needed to get rid of all three of us while 
my father participated in a program at American University in Washington, DC, as 
the sale of our house in Holland was finalized, and as the move to Clinton, NY 
proceeded. My youngest brother was shipped off to Camp Celo in the South Toe 
Valley of North Carolina where I had gone to school for two years. The other 
found himself enrolled in a special program near the Grand Tetons in Wyoming. 
Though I had no particular interest in France, I was happy enough with the 
plans for me. They would, at any rate, get me away from my mother for a few 
months. 
So, when word came that none of the work-abroad participants in the pro-
gram my mother had signed me up for would be in France—strikes and violence 
made it suddenly a problematic country for young Americans—and that I was to 
be shipped to Switzerland instead, I simply shrugged my shoulders. When she was 
told I would be in the French-speaking part of the country, my mother was molli-
fied, and plans went forward. 
Though I was much more cognizant of world events than most of my class-
mates at Holland High School, I had no clue about what was happening in France. 
I suspect I equated it with the events at Columbia University (of which I only 
knew slightly more). This may seem strange, but American news media were lim-
ited, in those days, to radio, three television networks and local newspapers (The 
New York Times was a rare treat, generally only available a day or two late). And 
few of the media outlets cared for anything outside of U.S. borders—unless, of 
course, it entailed the loss of American lives. 
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Here's what led, unbeknownst to me, to   my transferal from France to Swit-
zerland, according to the AP Yearbook: 
On the night of May 3, Nanterre [University] students appeared on 
the Left Bank in Paris. Word of the shutdown of classes [by the universi-
ty] had preceded them….  
Police were called to clean them out. Fighting erupted…. 
The authorities decided to be tough. So did the students.  
The New York Times for May 17, 1968, but datelined May 16, ran a front-
page story on the spreading unrest under Henry Tanner's byline and with the title 
"Pompidou Asserts Mounting Unrest Imperils France" that detailed the unrest that 
was spreading from students to factory workers: 
The upheaval spread during the day. At least six factories were oc-
cupied by striking workers, including three nationalized Renault plants. 
About 1,000 students marched from the Latin Quarter of Paris to one of 
the struck plants, seeking to sit in with the workers. 
Scrambling to hold their program together, the people who had arranged my 
summer were doing whatever they could to find places for us outside of France. 
Mine was to be in a place called the Hotel Titlis in Engelberg, Switzerland. That 
didn't sound very much like it was in a French-speaking area, but we were assured 
I could "work on" my French there. 
Frankly, I didn't care. They could have been sending me to Timbucktoo 
(which I actually knew something of, having read Richard Halliburton's The Mag-
ic Carpet—and as a result of my interest in Africa—and which I would visit a 
couple of times some twenty years later, learning its real name, Tombouctou). As 
long as it kept me out from under the pressures from a mother who felt she should 
be the one making all the decisions. 
I would rather have faced any number of riots or mayhem than spend another 
day under her thumb. 
 
Rebellion against our parents was one of the commonplaces of my baby-
boomer generation. We middle-class white kids, at least, couldn’t wait to get out 
of the house and, quite frankly, our parents were probably just as happy to see us 
go. That doesn’t mean that they didn’t love us, simply that we were proving uncon-
trollable. Theirs was a generation disciplined by depression and war; ours was 
one breaking free from war through privilege and wealth—or going to war reluc-
tantly, that is, with no sense of mission. The situations were so different that no 
amount of talk seemed to bridge the barrier, and many of us really did believe the 




May 28, 1968: The Oregon Primary 
 
The rollercoaster was pausing at the top, this day in 1968. We didn’t know it, 
of course, but we were about to start on a wilder ride than anything we could have 
imagined. Maybe we should have known, the assassination of Dr. King signaling 
that we were in for a long, bad time. 
The breathtaking naïveté of those of us on the left at this point in 1968 con-
tinues to astonish me as I look back. I don’t like considering it, but I am beginning 
to suspect that part of the reason it was maintained is that King, being black, al-
lowed many of us to separate his death from the issues we were pursuing. Sure, we 
hated that he had died, but his death was a concern for African Americans, not for 
us. 
This was wrong, and racist. And, though I use “we” above, I did not share it. 
Even then, I felt that the problems of America were all connected, and that they 
were connected by our history or racial division and strife. The idea that the needs 
of African Americans could be divorced from those of white Americans perplexed 
me then and perplexes me now. 
 
The expectations for today's presidential primary in Oregon in 1968 were 
high. At least, they were high for us Eugene McCarthy supporters. Yes, Senator 
Robert Kennedy led in the polls, but only slightly, and momentum seemed to be 
turning towards Gene—certainly the crowds at his rallies were energetic. They 
were also large, larger than Kennedy's, as well as enthusiastic. And we who were 
watching from other states were giddy with the possibility that a corner was being 
turned. 
We were giddy, also, about what we were beginning to see as the new possi-
bilities for the United States. We were developing a hope and an idealism that has 
not been seen since—not, at least among the American left. Yes, this was also a 
time of tragedy: Martin Luther King, Jr., a hero to many of us, had been killed 
recently and reaction had been bloody. But King's highest profile followers had 
not betrayed his ideals. They were continuing on with plans for his Poor People's 
Campaign with as strong a commitment to nonviolence as ever. Their adherence to 
ideals buoyed the rest of us. 
We on the left felt the country was coming to a real turning point in a number 
of ways (and we were right, though just not as we imagined), one of which was 
control of a major American political party. We thought we were taking over the 
system, whoever won in Oregon, Kennedy or McCarthy. We knew the power of 
the forces behind Vice President Hubert Humphrey, but we felt we were riding a 
wave that would wash right over them. 
Writing in today's 1968 edition of The New York Times, Warren Weaver, Jr. 
noted: 
A victory in Oregon is considered almost essential for the New 
York Senator's prospect of winning the nomination. Senator Kennedy 
himself has said he must win here to remain "a viable candidate." 
A loss could endanger the advantage a strong campaign has built for 
him in California, where the primary will be held June 4. 
Though the focus was on Kennedy and McCarthy, this was not, again, a two-
person race, even though Humphrey was not on the Oregon ballot (President John-
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son still was). Both leftist candidates were angling for the future, for California 
and beyond, all the way to the convention in Chicago in August, and each was 
hoping to edge the other out early. Though he had gotten a late start, Humphrey's 
campaign was well under way—and he had just wrapped up the support of the 
large Pennsylvania delegation. To have a chance at all against him and the power-
ful party machinery backing him, either McCarthy or Kennedy had to decisively 
knock out the other, and quickly—but in a way allowing the supporters of the de-
feated to embrace the victor. 
This was what so angered us McCarthy supporters about Kennedy: We had 
been working for months on a campaign that had never seemed to have the chance 
of a snowball in hell. This winter, just as we were beginning to think otherwise, 
that maybe we could succeed, the anti-establishment part of the Democratic Party 
was split by the entry of Kennedy. Yes, McCarthy had even admitted, early on, 
that he was acting as something of a stalking horse for Kennedy, but that had re-
ceded as his own strength had increased. The way we McCarthy supporters saw it, 
Kennedy, by jumping into the race, was trying to reap the benefits of the work of 
the McCarthy campaign without putting in the effort himself. Yes, this was an 
emotional response, one not tinged with the logic of the situation but warped by 
emotional reaction to the events of the last few months (logic, of course, would fly 
further out the window during the rest of the year, but that was yet to come). 
Whoever would come out ahead, Kennedy or McCarthy, emotional splits 
would have to be healed—and we all knew, already, that would prove to be a dif-
ficult process. Our hopes of pushing aside Humphrey were already fading. Presi-
dent Johnson may have stepped out of the race, but he left a powerful machine in 
place, a machine now operating for Humphrey and building strength. Only a uni-
fied opposition could defeat him, we knew, and we were seeing less and less like-
lihood of that. 
I suspect I stayed up listening to the radio for the results on this day in 1968: 
McCarthy won! I would have wanted to be awake for that. The headline for the 
next day's The New York Times would read "M'Carthy Beats Kennedy in Oregon 
Primary Upset." 
Now, I'm sure I thought, the competition begins in earnest. The California 
primary, just a week away, really would be make-or-break—for both Kennedy and 
McCarthy. 
The euphoria that we McCarthy supporters were feeling would diminish over 
the coming week, as it became clear that McCarthy was not likely to score a sec-
ond upset, though we all did keep our fingers crossed. Things were working out. 
Why shouldn't they continue? 
We would soon find out the answer to that, an answer much worse than any-
thing we could imagine. 
Our hopes were to be blown all to hell that coming night in June, of course, 
but we couldn't know that, not yet. 
What we did know, or thought we did, was that there was now hope for the 
country, that we would, somehow, get ourselves out of the mess in Vietnam and 
could once again be proud of our party and our country. Our idealism, the death of 
Dr. King and the violence ensuing notwithstanding, remained strong. 




I didn’t know enough in 1968 to understand how racial assumptions perme-
ated even the left. I didn’t know enough of how they tainted my own assumptions 
and actions. Like most, I thought I had progressed beyond the biases of the past—
under the tutelage of my parents, I must admit—even though I recognized racial 
differences and the cultural differences that ensued from them. Like my country, 






June 5, 1968: It Gets Worse 
 
Your stomach lurches as the carriage starts downward on that Cyclone 
rollercoaster at Coney Island. My stomach lurched this day, but I had no idea that 
I was on a ride and absolutely no sense of how long it would continue. I had 
thought the killing of Dr. King had been bad, but a one-off. Now there were two, 
and the national sickness could not be ignored. 
Could not be? But it has been.  
The insane American infatuation with guns of ever greater killing power and 
speed that ripped from us four of our most important leaders in the 1960s has only 
gotten worse. The only difference is that, today, the perpetrators’ emphasis seems 
to be on the number killed, not the fame of the victim. 
 
Damn. It didn't matter how you felt about him. Certainly not this day in 1968. 
Damn. The country was going to hell. This day and tomorrow. 
Damn. For the second time in two months, we were proving we could not 
protect our own.  
Were we that feeble? 
Damn. All we had been working for, was it for naught? Seemed so. 
Damn. We are ruled by the gun. 
The New York Times for June 5, 1968 'went to bed' almost a day before it was 
known that Bobby Kennedy's wound was fatal. When most of us woke up that 
morning and first heard the news from the night before, however, we knew it 
would be. 
We had gone to sleep disappointed, we who were Gene McCarthy support-
ers, that is. We woke in the morning to something much worse. We woke to dev-
astation. 
One of the headlines below the banner announcing the shooting reads "Ken-
nedy Claims Victory, and Then Shots Ring Out." Today was a day of waiting for 
word of the worst. 
Even fifty years later, thought of that day brings memories of horror and loss. 
When King was shot, there had been nothing to hope for—at least, not for him 
personally. This time, we clung to what we could, all the time knowing that our 
worst fear would soon be realized. 
King's death had been horrifying but this one, to my mind now, was the start 
of the end that was 1968. In so many ways, this new 'worst' would encapsulate the 
year—and America of all the years since. 
Though Bobby was no Martin, and certainly no John, his shooting was as de-
structive to America as those of the two greater (certainly in terms of accomplish-
ments) leaders. Bobby, more than any of the other national leaders of the time—
even Gene McCarthy and with the possible exception of Dr. King—represented 
the future, the best and most idealistic American future possible. For all his faults, 
Bobby was what we wanted to see when we looked in the mirror, no matter how 
much we might disagree with him or dislike him. Unlike Dr. King, who always 
seemed superior to the rest of us and demanding respect, almost awe, Bobby was 
family. Who, after all, could have called King "Marty"?  
Perhaps because of the death of his brother, we felt we knew Bobby, whether 
we liked him or not. 
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His death, to many white Americans, was the death of a sibling, the one who 
angered us, sure, but the one with just so much potential. 
The actual death of Bobby happened in the wee hours of June 6, twenty-four 
years to the day after the Normandy Invasion marked the beginning of the end of 
World War II and the start of real American international dominance. Twenty-four 
years, also, after Sirhan Sirhan was born to a Palestinian family in Jerusalem. It 
was he who fired at least some of the shots that night when Kennedy was killed 
(one of Kennedy's sons is no longer sure Sirhan fired all of them, or even the one 
that killed his father). By 1968, the United States had seen itself as the savior of 
the world for at least a generation. There were plenty outside its borders who disa-
greed, some of whom were both attracted to the dominant nation and repelled. 
Sirhan seems to have been one of these, having resided in California for more than 
a decade by 1968. 
The June 6 headline in The New York Times began "Kennedy Is Dead, Vic-
tim of Assassin." One of the stories quoted President Lyndon Johnson: "there are 
no words equal to the horror of this tragedy." There weren't; there aren't. There 
still aren't. The story, by Max Frankel, went on: 
Mr. Johnson said he was appointing a commission of distinguished 
citizens to investigate both the circumstances and the causes of physical 
violence of all kinds in the United States, in the hope that the nation can 
learn "how we can stop it."... 
This statement came before it was clear that Bobby was certainly going to 
die. 
In 1963, I had had a hard time believing that a president could be shot and 
killed. Now, I was past belief—or disbelief. For me, as I said, this new death was 
even harder to take than Dr. King's assassination in April, and for even another 
reason. I believed in King and his movement, and felt it could continue on the 
strength of belief. Killing the leader of the movement he had built couldn't kill its 
spirit. Or so I then believed. 
This new killing was something else again. King's death left us something to 
fight—and something to fight for. Kennedy's death left us nothing. Any real 
movement he might have led was still embryonic and the very idea died with him.  
Tom Wicker, in a piece published on June 6 headlined "A Pall Over Politics" 
wrote that the assassination, “shattered the 1968 Presidential campaign and low-
ered a pall of uncertainty over American politics for now and in the years to 
come.” 
That pall remains with us. Fifty years on, and it hasn't lifted. 
What could the United States now be, had Bobby Kennedy lived? Hell, had 
Dr. King lived. 
We can only imagine, but the vision brings tears to my eyes even today... and 
that really says something, coming from me, who supported Gene McCarthy, 
loathed Bobby Kennedy, and admired Dr. King more than any other man of the 
time. 
 
Waiting for Kennedy to die through the day of June 5th agonized America. 
We knew there was no hope but we could not accept that, so kept hoping anyway. 
Looking back, I imagine I felt cut loose, that day, from the tether of a common 
reality of complacency. That a tragedy of this nature could happen was under-
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stood. What was unbelievable was that we Americans could let it happen to us 







June 12, 1968: Goodbye to Michigan and All That 
 
This rambling, somewhat incoherent post seems appropriate for the start of 
the downward motion of that rollercoaster ride I was starting. Like most 16-year-
olds, my ideas and imaginings were somewhat confused and completely unrealis-
tic. I was trying to recreate a little of that when I wrote this and now, looking it 
over, think I succeeded perhaps too well. 
 
Leaving Michigan? Well, no reason to look back. Not for me in 1968, at 
least. For all its comforts, the town of Holland had done little to make me, or any-
one in my family, feel a connection to it. It wasn't like the mountains of Western 
North Carolina, which I secretly thought of as "home," though I had actually lived 
there a scant two years. I can still close my eyes and see the South Toe River, the 
hemlocks and the ridges. Lake Michigan might be nice but, close my eyes and 
think of Holland? All that is brought to mind when I do is the Heinz pickle plant—
and that mainly because of the smell. 
What I hoped for—as well as a goodbye to ennui—as my parents and I head-
ed for Washington, DC in my father's cherished and rare (in those days) Mercedes 
sedan, was that I was also leaving childhood. The nation's capital, I imagined, 
would be a launching pad into great spaces, into months alone exploring abroad 
with a following landing in a new place. I'd be there, at most, a year, I knew.  
Clinton, NY? It didn't sound like much and I had no idea what it might prove 
to be like, but I didn't care. It wasn't Holland. And, year after this, of course, I'd be 
leaving home, one way or another. If worse came to worst, I'd go to college. If 
things worked out well, and I was able to do better than more school, I'd follow 
my thumb and explore more of the world. I was young, after all, and invulnerable.  
Leaving Michigan, to me, was the first step to the glories of a world broad 
and untapped. 
Though they weren't my favorite performers, there were songs of Simon & 
Garfunkel that I loved even then, songs that spoke to me. A new album of theirs 
had appeared in April. I don't remember owning it, but I certainly heard it often 
enough. I had known some of the songs already, particularly "Mrs. Robinson" and 
"A Hazy Shade of Winter," but there were new songs, too, especially "America," 
and they would stay with me for years. 
This small and simple song spoke to me in a number of ways. Though I had-
n't yet hitch-hiked long distances, I already knew I would. And I was used already 
to standing at the side of the road breathing dust and fumes.  
Hitching was something I looked forward to more of. Greyhound and Trail-
ways buses, after all, which I had taken many times alone, starting at age 12, were 
old hat: I was tired of bus stations, from the big ones in places like Atlanta to the 
almost deserted ones in decaying cities such as Asheville and Ft. Wayne, to the 
benches outside of diners in small towns like Burnsville, NC up the mountain. My 
thumb could certainly take me to better places than dying downtowns and corners 
across sleepy parks from old courthouses and abandoned storefronts. 
Leaving Michigan, certain lines from "America" must have seemed particu-
larly appropriate to me as I thought about my own situation, though I would have 
admitted, even then, that my life was nowhere near as romantic: 
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It took me four days to hitch-hike from Saginaw; 
I’ve come to look for America” 
This was a song I would have to grow into, in many ways, but I already knew 
I would. I wouldn't be looking for America, though. Simply for myself. 
My life before Michigan had been one of motion—not by my choosing, not 
then (though it was to become so). Holland's life was one of stasis. It was part of 
the America that I, like Paul Simon, had once wanted to find, but I had discovered 
it wasn't enough. 
Half of my generation was feeling the same. The other half, though, resisted. 
They didn't want discovery but craved return, return to what I felt (even then) was 
an imaginary vision of country and culture, though it has certainly proved to be a 
powerful one (it elected Donald Trump). Some of us wanted America to become 
what it could; some of us wanted it to be what it was. The divide was a harsh one, 
even then. The people on the other side from me felt threatened by difference and 
change, and often reacted to it violently. 
There were lines by Stephen Stills for his Buffalo Springfield song "For 
What It's Worth" that were already encapsulating the way I was feeling about the 
country, especially about the part of it I felt I was now leaving behind: 
There's something happening here, 
But what it is ain't exactly clear. 
The guns we were seeing on the news were beginning to be seen in relation 
to our own lives, in the hands of authorities who had little respect for kids with 
long hair, who would as soon lock us up or drive us away as listen to anything we 
might have to say. We were learning the vacuity, naïveté, and all-around stupidity 
of depictions like that found in the title song of The Monkees television show: 
"We're the young generation, and we've got something to say." No, they didn't. 
Watch the show: More, even, that Seinfeld, it's about nothing. 
And I didn't have anything to say, either. Not yet. I was still in the sponge 
stage, absorbing. My free time was spent with music playing and books on my lap, 
mainly fiction but, increasingly, works on American culture and history. Sometime 
that spring, I had read Richard Farina's Been Down So Long It Looks Like Up to 
Me, the story of Gnossos Pappadopoulis, the exemplar for what I wished I were, 
young, but with a past, with experiences and personal history.  
All I was, I knew, was young. 
 
The irony of my wishes during the spring of 1968 was that they were about to 
come true—but in ways I could not repeat to anyone. Had I been able to recognize 
my plight the coming fall, I might even have seen in it the words of Bottom in A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream: “I have had a dream—past the wit of man to say 
what dream it was. Man is but an ass if he go about to expound this dream.” It 
would take half a century for me to begin to really face the whole of it—part of the 




June 18, 1968: In Washington, DC 
 
Though I had lived in suburban Atlanta for a couple of years and had spent 
another in the middle of Bangkok, Thailand, I was no city boy and looked upon the 
coming weeks in Washington, DC with the excitement of a rube. This would be my 
first time near the center of any action making me anxious to put Holland, Michi-
gan behind me and the nation’s capital in front of me. 
 
The one thing I wanted most to do in Washington was volunteer at Senator 
Gene McCarthy's national headquarters. I was a whiz at stuffing envelopes and 
expected that my skills would be greatly appreciated—or, at least, used. I didn't 
manage to volunteer there very often, but I did get there frequently enough, at 
least, to actually see the senator. 
That, for a sixteen-year-old passionate for politics, was quite a thrill. 
I don't know how tall he actually was; my awe certainly added some inches. 
He had his blue suit coat off and slung over his shoulder as he strode through the 
room; his pants were held up by red suspenders—no belt, if I remember correctly. 
His white shirt gleamed and was adorned by shiny links on the French cuffs. We 
all slowed what we were doing and watched, but carefully, not to seem too im-
pressed. 
This happened only weeks after the killing of Bobby Kennedy. I suspect that 
my memory, that he was not moving with a smile, is probably correct. More than 
perhaps anyone else alive at the time, he knew what the impact of Kennedy's death 
really was. He knew that the path forward was muddied in ways it never before 
had been. I can't imagine what must have been going through his mind, hope, frus-
tration, anger... and political calculation that must have been telling him he was 
not going to be able to pick up Kennedy's mantle, that Hubert Humphrey was now 
most certainly going to be the Democratic nominee. 
The assassination had ruined his chances of being president almost as irrevo-
cably as it had Kennedy's. 
I didn't volunteer at McCarthy headquarters for long, a few days at the very 
most. Everyone there was much older and seemed confident in what they were 
doing. And I had little to offer. Though I did what was asked willingly, no one 
really talked to me or made me feel included—a lesson I would look back on in 
my own organizing of volunteers later in my life. But I don't blame the campaign 
for that. I was younger than anyone else there and somewhat timid. That I got lost 
in the shuffle was more my fault than anyone's. 
Most of my days were spent wandering around the National Mall. I would 
approach Resurrection City, hoping to talk to people there but rarely having the 
courage to try to engage anyone. I was awed by what was going on and wanted to 
help but, from what I understood, my help wasn't really needed here, either. 
So, I hung out in the Smithsonian museums, and took advantage of my six-
teen-year-old's legs and climbed to the top of the Washington Monument, some-
thing not allowed today for anyone. I liked Washington but was finding it almost 
overwhelmingly big. There was no subway then, so I relied on the buses and on 
my feet, covering lots of ground but never straying too far from the tourist centers. 
I suspect I must have walked away and around to the Jefferson Memorial, but I 
don't remember it and may not have, for it is a long distance, on foot, from any of 
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the other sites. I toured the White House, hoping to see the bust of my 5x great-
uncle Joel Barlow I had heard was there. But I missed it. 
Washington perplexed me. It seemed so many different cities all jumbled to-
gether. Even more so, right then, for Resurrection City had grown right in its mid-
dle. There was governmental Washington, mainly white and well-to-do; black 
Washington, which was split into classes itself; tourist Washington, which cen-
tered on the Smithsonian; and academic Washington, with each university vying 
with the others for prominence in snobbishness. There was Georgetown trying, 
even then, to be hip, and Chinatown, and the rich, white enclave of northwest 
Washington and the black middle class of northeast. And then the poor neighbor-
hoods that were often just a street away from grandeur. What also perplexed me 
was that there didn't seem to be any central downtown of department stores and 
restaurants. The design of the city seemed to have taken government into consid-
eration, and not people. 
Decades later, after Peace Corps, I would spend a couple of years in DC. By 
that time K Street had built itself into a powerhouse, but little else I saw of the 
city, in its essence, had changed. 
Except that it now had subways. 
 
That time in Washington, DC was my first venture into a place of news, a 
center of events. For the first time, I was seeing up close what I would then read 
about in the newspapers or watch on the evening news. This was a little over-
whelming for a young man who had spent his life on the peripheries. Though I 
wanted to be around important people and to witness significant events, I never 




June 24, 1968: There's a Riot Goin' On 
 
“The world had gone crazy. And I was walking away from it.” Those sen-
tences from the post that follows here have haunted me my whole life. I still don’t 
think I have ever done what I could or should about the horrors I have seen per-
sonally or have witnessed as an American of my time. That none of us has, or only 
the rare one has, doesn’t mitigate my feeling of guilt—nor do my own episodes as 
victim. 
 
First experiences of unexpected violence stay strong in memory, no matter 
the years that pass. First experiences of unexpected and malicious violence stay 
strong forever. 
That's true for me, at least: the events of this day in 1968, when I took my 
first beating, sit just a quick thought away; I can still and easily feel the blows and 
the surprise. 
Yet I remember very little of events of the early part of this day, of the hours 
leading up to the march I joined from the Capitol to the Southern Christian Lead-
ership Conference (SCLC) headquarters at 14th and U Streets in Washington, DC. 
How did I get to the start of the march? How did I know it was happening? I 
haven't a clue. For what happened afterwards, though, I can recite every detail. 
There weren't that many of us marching. Perhaps 100—at the most. All but 
five or six of us were African-American. Things were getting bad, we knew, down 
at Resurrection City, the center of the Poor People's Campaign. Our purpose, I 
think, was to show that peaceful protest was continuing, even if only through this 
little march. My memory tells me that the Reverend Ralph David Abernathy led 
the march, but my research tells me that is not likely true. 
The march would cover only two-and-a-half miles and it was so small that 
there was no police presence. My recollection is of a hot day, and muggy. Check-
ing the record, at least I'm right on that. The high for the day was 91 degrees, with 
a 73 on the humidity index. I have no idea how I might have been dressed but, 
from a photograph taken around that time, my hair was shorter than I liked it—
probably a concession to my parents who wanted me to look reasonably presenta-
ble as I headed off to Europe. 
Whatever shirt I did have on, it was sticking to me when we arrived at the 
SCLC headquarters. Though the walk had not been long, it had been emotional, as 
we heard news of the closing down of Resurrection City and saw the streets 
around us increasingly crowded with angry African Americans. 
So crowded were they as we arrived that traffic on 14th Street was at a stand-
still. A group of us, including one or two of the six or so whites on the march, 
went into the five-and-dime next to the SCLC headquarters to get something to 
drink. I hadn't any money but most lunch counters, in those days, would willingly 
part company with a glass of water when asked. The place was crowded and the 
long counter almost full. We took the remaining seats. A server brought me my 
water and the others their drinks. We talked about the march and the events going 
on right then around us. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a young man standing nearby with a 
boy, perhaps ten. He was crouched down, speaking in the boy's ear and, I saw, 
pointing a bit furtively at me. 
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The boy came over and touched me on the arm. 
"Yes?" I turned to him. 
"Could I have some money?" He put out his hand, palm up. 
"Sorry, but I don't have any. Had to get just water." I pointed to the glass in 
front of me. 
He shrugged and turned away and I swiveled back to my drink. 
Just a second or two later, I found myself spun back around, the man who 
had been with the boy in my face. 
"He called my brother 'nigger'!" he shouted and slugged me hard in the face, 
once, maybe twice. 
Two of the marchers I was with grabbed him while the others surrounded me 
and hustled me out of there. They were trained SCLC volunteers who knew how to 
deal with violent situations, who knew how to keep them from escalating. I am 
thankful I was with them. Otherwise, well, who knows. 
Blood was streaming from a cut on my cheek and, I think, from my nose. 
"He set you up," one of them told me. "We heard. We know you didn't say 
that to the kid. We were there." 
In the main room of the SCLC center, I was given a few tissues which I held 
to my face while a conference of some sort went on around me. Within a minute or 
two, all of the other whites who had been on the march and, perhaps, one or two 
more, were gathered together with me. The group of us was hustled out a back 
door and down to 15th Street where a cordon of cops was moving to block the 
area. As we crossed their line, we could hear bullhorns telling people to disperse. 
The SCLC people didn't cross but turned back to go into their headquarters. 
Where were the rest of the people on the other side of the line to go? Most of 
them were cut off with no place to retreat to. The cops had let us through because 
we were white. No one else was allowed out. I stared back, helpless and perplexed 
by the obvious hypocrisy of the cops. 
As I walked toward 16th Street, where I could catch a bus (I had a token or a 
chit—I don't remember exactly what they were using), I got my first-ever whiff of 
teargas as the police reacted to the restive crowd they were pressing to anger by 
pushing at them and telling them to leave—but without providing any exit, without 
providing anywhere for them to go. I was glad to be leaving myself but was also 
already feeling guilty about going. 
The disturbance, I could hear, was turning into a riot—at the instigation, I 
knew, of the cops. I had never experienced anything like this and really did know I 
couldn't do anything about it, but felt I was somehow abandoning my own respon-
sibility. My head hurt, blood was still seeping from my nose and cheek, and I 
could still smell that not-so-distant tear gas. Abandoning or not, I knew I couldn't 
turn back. 
The world had gone crazy. And I was walking away from it. 
Even in shock, even as I continued walking away, still dabbing at my cheek 
and nose, I knew that the crowd would be blamed by the police for the riot. But I 
knew what I had seen, what the cops were doing, how they were fanning the 
flames and then pretending to fight to put them out by beating on people and tear-
gassing them. That horrified me, though I had certainly heard tales of just such 
things. 
Not that I had ever completely believed them. 
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At the same time, I was ashamed of what had happened to me, as though I 
were somehow responsible, and, irrationally, even more ashamed of walking 
away. When I reached the apartment where my parents and I were staying, I 
cleaned up as best I could, but what proved to be an emerging black eye, along 
with a cut and busted nose, couldn't be completely hidden. 
"What happened to you?" my mother demanded when she got home. 
"I slipped and fell as I was getting onto the bus and cracked my head." 
I didn't tell anyone the truth for years. I didn't even know how to. 
I still felt stupid. I felt ashamed as though it had been my doing, as though 
even the riot had been my responsibility. 
Somehow, I believed I had caused it all to happen. All of it. By being there. 
By being white. I knew that was ridiculous, but I also knew I had been hit because 
I am white and was able to leave because I am white. 
There is guilt in that. And it burns. 
 
Late in 2018, I had a confrontation with a man, a Trump supporter who 
hates immigrants, he said, because one had “torched” his car. He felt victimized 
and extended the blame to all who shared one characteristic with the person who 
had hurt him. I reacted poorly, telling him that making a universal judgment from 
an individual event was logically unsustainable. Of course, he didn’t care. The 
confrontation went downhill from there. Though we continue to walk our dog in 
the same park, we studiously ignore each other. 
I shouldn’t have called him out the way I did, but I am still sensitive the mak-
ing of the personal extend to everyone. What happens to me is close to random 
and certainly insignificant, and conclusions about other cannot be drawn from it. 
But I still try to use my own life to make sense of the trends in the wider communi-
ty.  







June 27, 1968: Into Switzerland 
 
Though this post was initially meant to deal just with one day, I encapsulated 
into it much of what would happen over the next two weeks. They were eventful 
weeks, but much of what occurred was of a piece and I fold it into this single se-
quence.  
Though I had worked before and knew plenty about bad bosses and crazy 
coworkers, I had never experienced anything like the Hotel Titlis. I wanted to think 
of the experience as somehow romantic, recalling my love for George Orwell’s 
Down and Out in Paris and London, but all I found in the work was ennui. 
 
Somehow, on this day in 1968 (as far as I can determine—I might be a day or 
two off), I got to New York City, where my Brooklyn aunt and uncle met me and 
then shepherded me onto a flight departing from Kennedy and filled with students 
also headed for jobs in Europe. We were on a flight chartered from Saturn Air-
lines, a part of the Belgian airline Sabena. Our tickets were fixed and could not be 
changed in any way. We were going to be in Europe for eight weeks, whether we 
liked it or not! 
We were all sure we would like it. 
We landed in London and, after a few days, took the boat/train to Paris.  
Those days are all a bit of a blur. I had been to both cities, but with my par-
ents. The youngest in this group of students spending the summer working in Eu-
rope, I hung back as the others got to know each other, mainly watching. 
In London, we were taken about town on a day-long tour and to clubs in the 
evening. At that time, London was about as hip as you could get, its night scene 
the envy of the world. I didn't see much of it. No one seemed to care that I was 
only sixteen, but I did not attempt to drink and did not converse much with my 
fellows in the group, all of whom were college students and some number of years 
older. They wanted to stay out late. I hesitated and then returned to the room I 
shared with a couple of them. 
One other young man and I were assigned to work in the same hotel, the Ho-
tel Titlis in Engelberg, Switzerland, so we were paired when the group split up in 
Paris, given tickets and directed to the correct train station. Neither of us knew 
what to expect, but our instructions were clear. We managed to change trains at 
Basel for a local to Lucerne once we had reached Switzerland. From Lucerne, we 
made our way to Engleberg via the little train that pulled itself up the mountain—
and then made what proved to be the short walk from the station to the hotel. 
The two of us were assigned to rooms high in the hotel, given uniforms and 
told to get ready to work. Almost immediately, the headwaiter, a surly Swiss about 
ten years older than I was, gave us a tour of the main dining room, pointing out the 
meticulous arrangement of the silverware, glasses and plates. He showed us how 
to fold the napkins and then watched as we practiced until we could do it properly. 
Then, he instructed us in the basics of serving and clearing, sharing tricks for car-
rying multiple dirty dishes. We would not, however, be serving for the first day or 
two, so should pay particular attention to the art of clearing. 
The manager called us over at one point. He was British and scarcely older 
than the headwaiter but had completed a prestigious Swiss course in hotel man-
agement and was fluent in German, French, Italian and, of course, English. The 
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headwaiter, who spoke little but Swiss German, hated his guts—something clear 
right from the start. In fact, we quickly saw, the headwaiter hated everybody. 
Not only that, but everyone with anything to do with the kitchen hated almost 
everyone else there. There were a few alliances, such as the Spanish couple who 
spoke only to each other. The people we found ourselves working with were from 
all parts of Europe and communicated with each other, when necessary, in some-
thing of a polyglot of anger, which is, the truth be told, the lingua franca of the 
kitchen—as I would learn through later experiences. What kept them from killing 
each other at the Hotel Titlis was mutual hatred of the management and of the 
guests, all of whom were kosher Jews, mostly of German extraction but living in 
Israel. One Swiss busboy had found a pin showing a swastika superimposed on a 
shamrock that he kept hidden inside one of the folds of his apron. 
I was shocked when he showed it to me and turned away. I don't remember 
that he ever spoke to me again. 
The cook and the headwaiter hated the manager most particularly. Once, 
when the headwaiter was preparing to pick up the tray with the manager's meal, 
ready to deliver it to his office, the cook stopped him, pulled his penis from his 
pants, and pretended to urinate on the food. He loved to play with his knives, an-
grily stabbing them into wooden tables and plaster walls when someone mentioned 
the manager, then meticulously sharpening them again. 
After I had been there ten days or so, the headwaiter dropped a tray in the 
dining room. I scurried to help clean it up. As I was kneeling and scooping up bro-
ken crockery, the manager came by, the headwaiter quickly heading him off and 
speaking to him while I finished up. That afternoon, the manager called me aside 
and told me that I was too clumsy to be regularly waiting tables—as evidenced by 
the tray I had dropped. I protested that it hadn't been me who dropped the tray. He 
responded that the headwaiter would not have lied to him—which struck me as 
odd, for there was no love or trust between the two. 
My duties were changed, but that was fine with me. I still waited on tables 
sometimes, but not always and mainly in the "milk" dining room for breakfast. I 
spent more of my time in the kitchen doing whatever the cook or the manager de-
manded (the headwaiter, perhaps out of guilt, now pretty much ignored me). On 
Saturday, I was assigned to the elevator, which normally was self-service, punch-
ing floor buttons while the orthodox passengers turned their heads so as not to see. 
After we had been there two weeks, we were granted a day off. 
This was not what I had expected or dreamed of while dozing on that flight 
to London; this was not how I wanted to see Europe. The other American and I 
were extremely unhappy and, very quickly, began planning an early exit from En-
gelberg.... 
 
Pretty typically of my generation, I wasn’t about to let work (though I didn’t 
mind working) interfere with pleasure. Though it hadn’t been my idea to spend the 
summer in Europe and I certainly wasn’t learning any French (thank goodness) in 
this German-speaking area, I did resent that an opportunity seemed to be slipping 
by. One’s sixteenth summer only comes once and there was a world to explore! 
By the way, we did not speak to the guests. They gave their orders on paper 
provided at the tables. 
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July 1, 1968: Music from Big Pink 
 
All of the explorations I have read of the impact of music on generations and 
cultures have been so steeped in mythologies and preconceptions that I have al-
ways remained skeptical of their conclusions. Each of us is so imbued with the 
music of our own youths that we really cannot divorce our own proclivities from 
the subject, when that subject is music. That there can be no objectivity where mu-
sic is concerned—not in cultural terms, at least. 
 
When I imagine the summer of 1968, The Band plays the soundtrack. That's 
strange, for I doubt I heard their first album until September. It was released, how-
ever, this day in 1968. 
My musical tastes had always been a bit fragmented. At the time, aside from 
some pop music and the new album-driven rock, I particularly loved acoustic delta 
blues and admired what little I knew of electric blues. Folk music, especially any-
thing related to Woody Guthrie, was close to my heart. The new music from Eng-
land, especially by the Kinks and the Who, thrilled me, as did some acid rock. And 
I still held a special place for almost any bluegrass band (especially Bill Monroe 
himself). Johnny Cash also had a special place in my heart. Oh, and Jimmy Rodg-
ers and Hank Williams were firm favorites, along with Bessie Smith.  
Of course, the biggest influence on me—and on The Band—was Bob Dylan. 
My three favorite albums at the time (I was no longer interested in singles) were 
Highway 61 Revisited, John Wesley Harding, and Blonde on Blonde. In that order. 
Next, probably, were The Who Sell Out and Surrealistic Pillow by the Jefferson 
Airplane, though none wore out the needle on my record player the way the three 
Dylan albums did. 
Not only was Music from Big Pink made by Dylan's band with Dylan art on 
the cover and a couple of new Dylan lyrics within, it combined, to my ear, all of 
my favorite strands of music into one. In addition, it fit perfectly into the tradition 
of story-telling in song that goes back, certainly in my own family tradition, to the 
Scottish ballads collected by Francis James Child, a number of which I knew quite 
well.  
Though I had yet to recognize it, all of the music I loved best contained story. 
Think Leadbelly's "The Titanic." Woody's "Talkin' Dust Bowl." The Kinks' "Wa-
terloo Sunset." The Who's "Rael." Bill Monroe's "Mule Skinner Blues." Johnny 
Cash's "The Ballad of Ira Hayes." Jimmy Rodgers' "Waitin' for a Train." Hank 
Williams' "Move It On Over." Bessie Smith's "Send Me to the 'Lectric Chair" 
(where she stabs him with her Barlow—the style of pocketknife I've carried since 
childhood, of course). 
I could go on for hours. Thing is, Music from Big Pink fits squarely in this 
tradition, in a surprising number of its songs. 
Furthermore, "The Weight," when I first heard it in September, contained my 
story, the tale of the exhaustion of my last few months, months starting just as the 
album was released, July and August. Months I was just heading into this day in 
1968. "I pulled into Nazareth, I was feelin' 'bout half past dead." That I knew 
well—or soon would (if we are looking forward from July 1, 1969). Every hitch-
hiker or traveler on the cheap knows it exactly (other travelers can get tired, but 
that's not what the song is talking about—and if you haven't been there, I can't help 
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you). "I just need to find someplace where I can lay my head." Oh, but didn't I also 
know exactly how that felt. Getting someplace late, not knowing if the night was 
going to be another spent outdoors. Then comes the rejection, the refusal to help 
that I also knew so well, had felt so often that it was the expected. 
"The Weight," not surprisingly, fast because one of my all-time favorites. In 
addition to telling a story, this song fit right into the tradition of songs like Robert 
Johnson's “Cross Road Blues” ("Standin' at the crossroad, baby, risin' sun goin' 
down") and Blind Lemon Jefferson's earlier "Please See that My Grave Is Kept 
Clean." It resonated with my romantic ideas of travel and loss and loneliness and 
affirmed the importance of my personal and dismal experiences of the few months 
before I first heard it. 
"Tears of Rage," too, quickly became special for me. Like "The Weight," it 
had a religious, almost gospel feel, something else I was quite used to, given my 
Appalachian background. The lyrics, though dark and complex, spoke to me: 
All that false instruction 
Which we never could believe. 
I'm not sure what the point was meant to be, but the feel tugged at me. Here, 
again, loss was at the forefront and it was loss I was struggling to understand. My 
own loss. 
But most important of the songs on the album for me would be "I Shall Be 
Released." By Bob Dylan (who also wrote the lyrics to "Tears of Rage"), it would 
grow in significance as I began to get involved in resistance to the draft during my 
17th year and friends started to be taken to prison. Songs of jail and of yearning 
for freedom had long been a staple in almost all the genres I listened to, but this 
brought them all together in a time that was progressively worsening—for me per-
sonally and for my nation: 
They say every man needs protection; 
They say that every man must fall. 
Though I quickly grew to love the entire album, it was these songs that most 
moved me—plus "This Wheel's on Fire," the other song on the album with Dylan 
lyrics. At sixteen, I was into nostalgia even as I barreled out of control toward 
adulthood: 
And after every plan had failed and there was nothing more to tell, 
And you know that we shall meet again if your memory serves you well. 
I desperately wanted to have memories. I was gaining them, but at a cost that 
I was too young to recognize—or, at least, to successfully grapple with. In the 
meantime, music like that from The Band was organizing even my own meager 
memories for me, doing what I could not. 
 
Music and memory. I sometimes wonder if one, in the modern world, can ex-
ist without the other. In organizing my memories for this project, I relied on books 
and newspapers but also on the history of music—and the music itself—of 1968 
and the surrounding years. Like most of my generation, I know little of the music 
of 2018, however, for it does not speak to me—nor does it define particular times 
or places for me. That’s probably my loss, but I think it is a natural one—and not 




July 2, 1968: I Like Beer 
 
“Hi, my name is Aaron and I’m an alcoholic.” That Alcoholics Anonymous 
introduction has been made somewhat meaningless in the greater culture over the 
past 25 years, becoming a joke sometimes and, occasionally, a fraud. For those of 
us who grapple with drink, whether in AA or without, the recognition that sentence 
represents is critical to our beings in a way those not afflicted (or whatever you 
want to call it) cannot comprehend. 
Though I have never been comfortable with the word “alcoholic,” I do un-
derstand the look inward implied by the admission. Whatever one’s path out and 
back to a sober life, it starts with self-examination and admitting what has long 
been denied. 
 
My first taste of beer, a taste that would not leave my tongue for more than 
twenty years, came to my lips just about this day in 1968. 
Yes, on or around this day fifty years ago, I fell in love with beer, and got 
drunk for the first time ever. I had my first hangover and then got drunk again. 
That pattern would last for the next 21 and one-half years (though I did learn to 
mitigate the hangovers), dominating my life and determining its course. 
Let's not put too light a weight on this; it was no passing problem, no minor 
"flaw." I soon came to the point where I could consume jaw-droppingly large 
quantities of beer. I mean, really large. When I was writing my doctoral disserta-
tion in late 1987, I was drinking over a case a day; a couple of six packs was noth-
ing even when I was a mere 17. 
Today, when people meet me, they have a hard time believing that I was ever 
more than a heavy drinker with, maybe, a slight problem that I now tend to over-
hype. No. I was the worst kind of drunk, one with a record of destruction and em-
barrassment and bottoms that only another real drunk understands.  
I'm lucky I never ended up in jail or in a hospital. Very lucky (most who 
drink as much as I did are not so lucky). It was ugly and, as I said, it lasted for 
years. 
But that was all to come when I had that first sip and then glass and then an-
other and another and more in Engelberg, Switzerland. 
Our days at the Hotel Titlis consisted of rising before five, serving breakfast, 
cleaning the dairy dining room and preparing the meat one, serving lunch, eating 
our own lunch, clearing and preparing the dining room for dinner, waiting 'on call' 
in the lobby, serving dinner and eating our own dinner in the kitchen. From five in 
the morning until eight in the evening, we were pretty much on the move or at the 
ready. 
From pretty early on, the other American working there on the same program 
and I explored the town of Engelberg during our few free hours. One of our first 
nights out, we stopped in at a place with small tables and a stage upon which a 
singer was struggling with American pop before a drummer and a guitarist. She 
knew how to entertain—that is, to keep us in our seats. She smiled at me and, after 
a drink or two, I thought she meant it. 
The beer, cool and frothy, went straight to my brain, mingling with the to-
bacco I was also consuming. I ordered another glass, then another. The singer 
started to get even prettier. 
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I don't remember how many glasses of beer I downed that night, but it was 
probably not more than five or six, for they were really my first, almost my first 
alcoholic beverages, and they had an outsized impact on my skinny frame. My 
fellow waiter and I finally made it back to the hotel around eleven, to sleep and 
start all over again. 
Right away, the pattern of my drunkenness was forming. Yearning for the 
singer, or any woman, and a tongue loosening with each glass of beer. Staying put 
once my control of my limbs began to recede. Feeling safe wherever I was, be it at 
a table or on a barstool, and not wanting to move. I never became one of those 
drunks itching to run from space to space. Instead, I wanted to pull the world in 
close around me. 
Each drunk knows her or his own pattern, and each fights for it from the first 
time he or she feels that special loosening that eases one into each drunken state. 
It's a special feeling and it doesn't always come. When it does, however, one drink 
becomes twenty. 
We talk about drunkenness in all sorts of different ways, but we still don't 
seem to recognize that it has to be treated in just as many. This is why our rehab 
programs have such a low rate of success: they find a process of recovery that 
works for one and decide that it can work for all. By the same token, each of us 
moves to a state of permanent drunkenness by our own singular patterns. For these 
reasons, I don't like to call relationships to alcohol "disease" or "alcoholism." That 
generalizes something that is an individual struggle with only a personal and 
unique solution. 
I was never a drunk who needed to drink during the day. Mostly, and from 
that very first time, I could wait until my work was done or, at least, until all that 
was left was studying and writing at home. Only when I was living in Africa did I 
regularly start earlier in the day—and it was in Africa, after three years there, that I 
stopped completely. 
What I could do, no matter when I started, was drink quickly. A six pack in 
an hour was easily downed. It never took me long to get drunk or to start making a 
fool of myself. 
Fortunately, the trouble I caused was mainly for myself alone. Yes, I de-
stroyed any number of relationships and of all kinds but, fortunately, the person I 
hurt most and most often was me. Yes, I have had plenty of amends to make 
(though I rarely attended AA meetings, I did find its steps a useful guide—taken 
loosely), and I do recognize the harm I did others (it was never physical), but the 
harm of a 21-year drunk falls mainly on the drunk. Just as the responsibility does. 
There are lots of excuses one can put forward for becoming a drunk. Certain-
ly, I would have enough experiences in August of 1968 to give me a claim to 
PTSD and even to "self-medicating" myself. But that wasn't it, that wasn't what 
made me a drunk, though it is true that all of our experiences combine to make us 
who we are. I drank because I couldn't resist it. If that's a moral failing, so be it. If 
it were simply "addiction," I can live with that, too.  
I have to, one way or another. 
Be it from nature or nurture, the drunk I became belongs to me. And I be-




So far, I have recounted two things that I did not grapple with or, at least, 
speak or write about, for decades after the events, a beating and my drinking. 
There would, of course, be a third, the rape I would be victim of in a month.  
There’s a great deal about 1968 that we Americans have not confronted, not 
honestly, at least. Our national life has been warped by events of that years at 
least as much as my personal life has been. We’ve repressed the reality of that 
time, ignoring George Santayana and his warning, “Those who cannot remember 
the past are condemned to repeat it." 






July 6, 1968: Tape from California 
 
“It doesn't take a seer to see that the scene is coming soon.” Phil Ochs may 
have been excusing himself for, unfortunately, he may have known he would never 
be much of a seer. He eventually took his own life in 1976. But he spoke for many 
of us lost souls of the baby-boomer generation, young people who really believed 
they knew something when they understood nothing at all.  
 
Though I would not hear this new Phil Ochs album until I returned to the 
States, it was already speaking to my small life centered, for the moment, in En-
gelberg, Switzerland. It was released this day in 1968. 
Speaking of tapes: I had a small portable cassette recorder, one I must have 
purchased a month or two before leaving Michigan or, maybe, in London. A Blau-
punkt, I think it was. They weren't yet common and mixed tapes were, as yet, un-
heard of. Frankly, I don't remember if I had made any tapes before departure, but I 
must have had something with me—for I do remember playing the recorder. Most 
specifically, I do remember one tape of awful tunes given to me by the manager of 
the hotel where I was working. He loved it, had two cassettes of it, and I was the 
only other person around with a player. 
It was called If Music Be the Food of Love... Then Prepare for Indigestion by 
a British band called Dave Dee, Dozy, Beaky, Mick & Tich. It was awful. The 
song "Bend It" is the only one I remember, and I still shudder when I think of it. I 
don't know how long I kept the tape, but it wasn't for any great time. 
Anyhow, the sharing of tapes hadn't yet become a big thing, especially (but 
not only) personally recorded tapes, be they containing music or serving as re-
placements for letters. "I'll send you a tape from California" was an extremely up-
to-date thing to be saying to someone, very 'California,' as a matter of fact. It was 
quite an appropriate conceit for Ochs at this time: With this album, he was trying 
to reach beyond what was becoming an out-of-date musical profile, out of date 
thanks to Bob Dylan who, four years earlier, had shown that popular musicians 
only had to observe genre boundaries if they were too scared not to. 
Well, to some degree. Ochs was unwilling for other reasons to leave behind 
the tradition he had been working in since he'd first picked up a guitar, the "folk" 
tradition exemplified by Woody Guthrie and his followers including Pete Seeger 
and Ramblin' Jack Elliot. Elliot plays guitar on this Ochs album, on "Joe Hill," a 
song that takes its tune from one Guthrie had used years earlier for "The Ballad of 
Tom Joad," a musical retelling of John Steinbeck's novel The Grapes of Wrath. 
There had already been songs about Joe Hill, of course, himself a songwriter 
and a labor organizer who had been executed for a crime he almost certainly had 
not committed: 
'Cause he feared that he was being framed. 
'Cause he found out that he was being framed. 
Apparently, through his choices for the album, Ochs was trying to show that 
you need not leave any one thing behind, not even when embracing another. 
The title song, "Tape from California," though chaotic in its imagery and 
rhymes, would quickly become a favorite of mine. The lines from it that move me 
most change as the times change, with these speaking to me most strongly today: 
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Half the world is crazy and the other half is scared; 
Madonnas do the minuet for the naked millionaires. 
Maybe we aren't racing to the moon any longer—certainly, we aren't—but 
we are racing toward something, and it takes no seer to know that this "something" 
is going to be a disastrous scene. 
Until today, no time since 1968 has seemed quite so chaotic or quite so in 
need of Ochs' 'sailor from the sea' who looks like him, who has no time to stop, 
now, but he'll send us a tape from California. 
"The War Is Over" continues, also with words for 1968 that might be meant 
for today: 
But just before the end even treason might be worth a try: 
This country is too young to die. 
The longest song on the album, "When In Rome," is probably also the most 
depressing and is certainly even more timely today. Some of the lines burn: 
We followed our fantasies, following orders: 
It was child's play. 
It can seem, listening to this song, that it must have been written in the after-
math of the 2016 presidential election. 
Ochs, who was ten years older than I to the day, was not a baby-boomer, but 
he certainly was one of those we looked to for inspiration. Though he has been 
eclipsed by other songwriters of his own 'war baby' generation, including Dylan, 
Joni Mitchell and Paul Simon, Ochs was one of the great voices of a troubled time. 
Though he yearned to be a pop star, he was too tied to his politics and too invested 
in his lyrics to ever make it on the Top 40. After all, as Paul Stookey, James Ma-
son and David Dixon wrote for Peter, Paul & Mary, "if I really say it, the radio 
won't play it." 
And Ochs always really had to say it. He could never write lyrics like those I 
might have been listening to this day in 1968 and sung by Dave Dee, "Bend it, 
bend it, just a little bit/And take it easy, show you're likin' it." Ochs never could 
put aside his soul or the sufferings in his world.  
He couldn't even do it for money. 
 
The range of British/American popular music that had become apparent over 
the past few years was remarkable. There had always been good and bad in the 
Top 40, but it had generally been within a range from the anemic to the mediocre, 
with occasional splashes of brilliance. Now, the worst was worse than ever and 
the brilliant common enough to be, often, unremarkable.  




July 10, 1968: First Kiss 
 
Few Americans (few people, I suspect) are willing to talk much about their 
romantic relationships—or to write about them. I am no different. Mine, for years, 
were messes and disasters. Not surprising for a drunk. They might also have suf-
fered from the rape that would happen in August, a rape I have only started to 
examine carefully fifty years later. 
Things started off, that summer, on a much nicer note: 
 
There was more to do in Engelberg, Switzerland, this day in 1968, than just 
drink. There was a community center with indoor games and an outdoor cafe 
(where beer was served, however), mountains and beautiful landscapes all around 
(though these couldn't be much seen by those who had to work almost all hours of 
daylight) and even outdoor movie showings. I remember seeing Clint Eastwood in 
Sergio Leone's For a Few Dollars More, complete with subtitles in Italian, French 
and German. You could hardly see the screen. 
When I wasn't out drinking, in what little free time I had, I was wandering 
around the town, lonely as only a sixteen-year-old can be. It stayed light out late, 
given the time of year, the sun setting after nine. 
I don't remember exactly where I met her, or even her name, but I met a 
German girl, probably in the community center. We talked as much as we could, 
but my German was non-existent and her English, while not bad, was not good 
enough for anything but slow, halting conversation. We walked the town and, 
somehow, ended up holding hands (I can't imagine I had the nerve to initiate that). 
Later, we kissed, a real kiss and not just a peck. 
She told me she was leaving the next day but gave me her address in Germa-
ny and asked me to visit or, at least, to write. 




Every relationship I would have for the thirty years ended badly. I am not 
sure this can be blamed on any single cause, not alcohol and not the aftereffects of 
being sexually attacked. But these certainly (especially the booze) contributed to a 
self-sabotage and a feeling that I was undeserving of the affections of the women I 






July 17, 1968: Stopping Work, Starting Travel 
 
The young aren’t renowned for careful planning. Certainly, I wasn’t. Getting 
out of Engleberg any way possible was my goal, and I would take it from there.  
It wasn’t just me, however, but the era that had decided ‘just live for today’ 
made more sense in the contemporary world than did planning for the future. 
‘Don’t live for tomorrow,’ sang the Rokes. Hell, yeah! said I.  
Leaving a despised job in a place I had never expected to be was a no-
brainer. Being ready for whatever came next, well, that wasn’t something any of 
my contemporaries seemed interested in. 
I certainly wasn’t. 
 
Munich, when we would get there, would seem totally under construction. 
Actually, it was mainly the downtown streets. They were simply building new 
subways in anticipation of the 1972 Olympics and, we would be told, if our situa-
tions got bad enough, it was just possible to sleep in remote parts of the tunnels 
where it was much warmer than July nights on the surface. 
I probably should have done that one night in early August, but that's a tale 
for a later post. 
We didn't leave Engelberg on this day in 1968, but this is about when another 
waiter and I started planning to. We were both fed up with the regime of the Hotel 
Titlis and were both trying to figure out ways of getting out. We had come on the 
same program and had had expectations quite different from what was panning 
out. When we found out we shared the same feelings, we started plotting together. 
We would leave Engelberg as soon as we got a paycheck, this other Ameri-
can working at the Hotel Titlis and I. We had been granted only one day off during 
the two weeks or so we had been there, another not due for more than another 
week. This was not the way, we agreed, to see Europe. Engelberg is a perfectly 
lovely place in a magnificent setting, but neither of us had expected to be sent 
there in the first place. We had both expected to be learning French, though the 
May strikes had put the kibosh on doing so in France. Yet, we were in the Ger-
man-speaking part of Switzerland. We had been sent to the village in a last-ditch 
effort by the organizers of our summer to save it. But we had not been consulted, 
and were not particularly crazy, to say the least, about the result. 
In addition, the anger and mercenary nature of the rest of the kitchen and ta-
ble staff was beginning to affect us. Lunch each day tasted bitter, not because of 
the food but because of the constant bickering in a welter of languages, most unin-
telligible to their intended targets. There was one camp at the head of the long ta-
ble, another at the opposite end, and a third and fourth along each side. Voices 
were raised almost every meal. 
The cynicism among the staff was almost unbearable. Small dishonesty 
seemed the order of the day—that the headwaiter had blamed me for dropping a 
tray he spilled was pretty much standard procedure. 
We waited on a bar mitzvah one evening. As soon as they could, members of 
the wait staff began gathering up as many of the wine bottles, especially the uno-
pened ones, as they could, reasoning, they told me, that the bottles, once touched 
by a goy, could not be drunk by the Jewish guests. Without asking anyone, they 
removed them to an unused room off the kitchen. None of this made any sense to 
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me, not until the other waiters began carting away armloads of bottles to their own 
private storage places. "The kids don't drink it, anyway," I was told. "Why should-
n't we have some of it? The manager will never know, anyway. He's been long 
gone, this evening." This was true; the manager was the only employee who kept 
anything close to bankers' hours. 
Having seen enough of how the hotel works, we knew not to give notice. On 
one occasion, we had watched as someone tried to say they would be leaving at 
the end of the week—instead, they were told to collect their things and leave im-
mediately. We didn't want that to happen to us; we wanted to be in control of the 
timing, determining for ourselves when we left. So, after work one evening, we 
packed our bags and, in the morning, came down with them and simply told the 
manager we were leaving. He threatened to turn us over to the authorities, but we 
had already learned that we only had tourist visas (a screw-up engendered by the 
change from France to Switzerland) so were working illegally anyway. At that, we 
turned to go and he changed his tune. He followed along a little bit as we walked 
out the door, pleading and offering to make our time at the hotel better. 
We kept going, of course. 
We knew the hotel was desperate for workers, but we also knew that the 
manager and his bosses would never keep any promises. And we really did want to 
do something besides work. After all, how often would we manage to get to Eu-
rope? There would be no point in staying, we had determined the night before, no 
matter what we were offered. 
We took the train back down to Lucerne. In our talks, we had both agreed 
that Germany was the place to see. So, we then caught the line to Zurich. From 
there, as we knew would be the case, we were easily able to find a train leaving 
soon for Munich which, given its proximity, we had decided to make our destina-
tion. 
I don't remember what time we got to Munich, but it wasn't quite dark yet. 
We asked someone who worked at the station how to get to the youth hostel. It 
was a bit of a walk, we were told. Better take the tram. But we walked. 
The doors to the youth hostel were not yet closed when we got there, which 
was fortunate. Neither of us were used to these places, the hostels that had become 
the hubs for European travel on the cheap. We didn't know that they had curfews, 
often quite early ones. Over the next few weeks, I would learn how valuable such 
information was, and would learn everything I could about the policies of hostels 
in the towns I might be passing through. As of yet, though, I had no idea how im-
portant that would prove. We had simply assumed that finding a place to sleep 
would be easy.  
In our ignorance, we could easily have found ourselves spending our first 
night in Munich in those tunnels under construction for the subway. 
Anyhow, we had a cheap place to stay and a chance to sit down and do a lit-
tle planning. Or we would have, had lights-out not come soon. Planning would 
have to wait until the next morning. 
We had about five weeks until we had to be in Brussels for the flight back to 
New York. 35 days. Next morning, we each counted our money: I had $100 in 
traveler's checks and what remained from my Swiss pay envelope, perhaps the 
equivalent of another ten or fifteen dollars. That gave me just a little more than $3 
a day. My friend had somewhat more. 
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We talked about what we wanted to do, whether to stay together or go our 
separate ways. For some reason, I wanted to go to Austria. He agreed to accompa-
ny me part way, if we made Garmish-Partenkirchen our first destination—we had 
heard at breakfast that it was one of the most beautiful spots in Germany, that the 
hostel there was wonderful, and that it was only 90 kilometers from Munich, an 
easy hitch, if one got started early. 
We did. 
 
Much of my planning, over the next five weeks, would take place in the morn-
ing, often over the breakfast that came with a youth-hostel bed. The only thing I 
had to keep track of was the date I needed to be in Brussels and the time it would 
take to get there. 






July 24, 1968: Hitchhiking, Europe '68 
 
What follows is one of the few posts I didn’t write completely just before the 
target date. I did revise it before posting, but it is something I began in prepara-
tion for this project, an attempt to see if it were going to be possible. The post is 
substantially longer than most of the others (except for the few more that I also 
had written parts of earlier) and it showed me, given the time it took, that I would 
not be able to cover as much as I wanted in the individual posts I would write 
when, finally, I got the project going.  
 
Somewhere around this day in July of 1968—maybe a day or two later, I 
don't know, for I kept no record—I set out hitchhiking for the first time in Europe. 
The guy I'd worked with in Switzerland and I decided to head from Munich down 
to Garmisch-Partenkirchen, which we had heard was a comfortable place in a 
beautiful setting. Not only that, but we were told the little town had a particularly 
comfortable youth hostel with a very understanding staff. It's also fewer than 90 
kilometers from Munich, so it seemed like an easy jaunt, perfect for our first day. 
Neither one of us was liking Munich much, so we set out early, hoping to get to 
Garmisch before noon. 
At the autobahn, there were already too many people waiting and it was 
quickly getting hot. After spending a bit of time in the queue, we decided to walk 
along the shoulder, hoping one of the speeding cars would decide to stop—
obviously, we didn't know what we were doing, for that was something no one 
with any experience hitchhiking would try. My past hitching had all been on local 
American roads, and had generally covered distances that could be walked, if need 
be. This hitching between cities was all new to me. 
After an hour or so of walking with cars zipping by at over 100 kph, we gave 
up, cutting across to a small road that led us to a village. There, we were able to 
catch a train to Garmisch, spending money above budget but not knowing what 
else to do. In a shop near the station, we splurged and bought bread and cheese and 
little containers of yogurt, a treat I had never experienced in America.  
As we waited for the train to arrive, I wondered if we weren't making a mis-
take, if it wasn't crazy to think we could survive on $3 a day, each. The way we 
were going, the money would never last. 
But there was nothing we could do about that, right then. 
***** 
Over the next few days, I would pick up a great deal of hitcher's lore and in-
formation on travelling on the cheap, something I should have started doing earlier 
that day and the day before while we were still in Munich. I had started to recog-
nize a few things, including that, in European youth hostels that summer, you 
could tell who was intent on really traveling simply by looking around as you 
woke to the morning bell. They would be the ones who had kept almost everything 
packed as they lay down the night before, who rolled out of bed and into their 
clothes and then quickly out of the hostel, hardly stopping for the simple breakfast 
usually provided. Foremost among these were the hitchhikers for, were they to get 
anywhere, they had to race to the highways, the autobahns (sometimes an hour or 
more away, by foot or tram), before others displaced them in the positions they 
hoped for at the heads of the queues. 
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There were thousands of young hitchhikers across Europe that year, many 
more than I'd seen anywhere in the United States, and they moved everywhere, 
mingling comfortably with others from myriad countries and cultures. It’s not my 
memory inflating their numbers or the importance of the experience: "As travel 
had become a fundamental aspect of the new European youth culture, so it was 
fundamental to the youth political movements of 1968 and their transnational, 
even Europeanist, sensibility." So wrote Richard Ivan Jobs four decades later 
("Youth Movements: Travel, Protest, and Europe in 1968" for the American His-
torical Review, April, 2009). The other travelers weren't only Europeans, though. 
There were Japanese, South Americans, Australians. And, of course, Americans. 
The 'sensibility' wasn't limited to one continent. 
Life on the road, however, wasn't as easy or romantic as it might seem, given 
the numbers of pampered students who flocked to give it a try. It takes a great deal 
of planning to successfully hitch, as well as endurance. You have to figure out 
where to be and when to be there—and have to have as many alternative routes in 
mind as possible, and contingency plans. One almost never arrives quite when and 
where one expects. So, one gets at it as early as possible, hoping for the best and 
expecting the worst. This was especially true in 1968, in those days when thou-
sands traveled by thumb, each highway on-ramp near a city, even in America, 
generally hosting one or two seated on guitar cases or backpacks or standing more 
hopefully, one leg cocked, arm straight out, thumb up. 
Given the multitude, it was easy for someone like me, new to European 
hitching, to drop into the moving culture, gaining tips from the more experienced 
on everything from strategies to food to destinations and then quickly sharing what 
I had discovered with the next newcomer. No one was truly an old-timer on the 
road; all of us were young and, generally, inexperienced. Our pooled knowledge, 
though, gave us abilities often beyond individual years.  
Though it could be lonely as we waited during the day, the culture of the 
evenings that centered on the youth hostels gave us a sense of belonging even in 
places we had never been. Participation in it quickly became as important to us as 
the places we were visiting, particularly for someone, like me, traveling alone. 
Jobs writes: 
Just as the early modern grand tour of the aristocratic young had 
been as much about visiting and identifying with other people as it was 
about seeing other places, travel by middle-class youth in 1968 func-
tioned as part of a collective identity across Europe based on age and pol-
itics. Young people were traveling specifically to meet one another rather 
than to visit a particular location; destinations were determined by activ-
ism more than tourism. And just as the traditional Grand Tour preceded 
the rise of the modern nation-state, the Grand Tours of 1968 challenged 
the nation-state by anticipating its decline.  
Of course, I had no idea, at the time, what I was involved in. Differences in 
origin were simply that; we were one by choice, by hair styles and clothes, by poli-
tics and by age. 
Some people didn’t like it. The manager of the youth hostel in Munich, I 
would soon discover (I would be making my way back there), would shoo crowds 
of guests out of the courtyard, yelling that we should be seeing the sights, not talk-
ing with each other. He didn't understand or care that we were living something 
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unusual and new even while sitting there. Not that we did, either, not for all the 
discussions we felt were so deep and serious and meaningful. We Americans espe-
cially, no matter the depth of our pontificating on the road, had no real idea of 
what we were in the midst of. 
At home, as Norman Mailer would soon write, “the Republic hovered on the 
edge of revolution, nihilism, and lines of police on file to the horizon, visions of 
future Vietnams in our own cities upon us.” We didn’t yet understand what was 
going on there, either, not on an emotional level, not even as we talked of revolu-
tion; we didn’t really understand what any of that meant. In a sense, we were all 
still deeply conservative, taking advantage of the basic stability surrounding us to 
live unstable lives. Yes, we were antiwar. Yes, we had consciously decided to 
“live for today,” as the song by the Rokes (and then covered by the Grass Roots) 
advises, and not “worry about tomorrow.” But I don’t think many of us really un-
derstood what we were about or how tied we were to the establishment we railed 
against. 
Being a generation younger than Mailer and most of the others who tried to 
illuminate the waters we swam in, we did not have the experience that would give 
us the ability to see the limits of our little pool. We didn’t want to listen to the 
Mailers anyhow; they were, we thought, merely grabbing onto our coattails. 
“There is,” Mailer would write, “no history without nuance.” We were trying to 
abandon both. 
We talked and, in our arrogance, talked ourselves into believing what we 
said. We were creating a new world, imagining self-reliance though all the while 
coasting in the wake of others, particularly our parents. 
Even so, we were learning—starting to learn, to be more accurate. Especially 
those of us who were now, and for the first time, experiencing the difficulty of 
living on our own and surviving by our own wits. Though we knew that, for most 
of us, the safety net of home remained intact (if we would but use it), that couldn’t 
help us through the immediacy of the problems we faced in getting from place to 
place, of feeding ourselves frugally, and of finding cheap places to sleep (youth 
hostels weren't always an option—they closed early and often filled up even earli-
er). 
The great virtue of the hitchhiker, as should be obvious, was patience. 
Though we rushed to get to our starting points, we quickly discovered that we may 
find hours awaiting ahead of us before a ride comes along. Or, sometimes, even 
days. There are no guarantees and no schedules, only the waiting, doing nothing 
but watching the road. That can be hard to take. 
Some people, in those crowded days, tried to read, sticking up their thumbs 
at the noise of an approaching vehicle, but this never seemed to work so well. One 
needs to seem to care about the ride, willing the car or truck to brake, desire be-
coming nearly strong enough to pull a vehicle to a stop at the side of the road just 
a few feet further along. Until, that is, it disappears instead, never slowing, raising 
a little more of the road dust that covered everything one carried and every part of 
one's person by the end of the day, down into the deepest recesses of pack and 
pores. 
Almost all of us, by the time we got to day’s end, were desperate for conver-
sation, for people like us with similar concerns, similar looks and similar language. 
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We had set out to find the difference but were discovering the draw of the like. 
And we were very much alike—even when we spoke in differing tongues. 
So alike were we that we were easy to stereotype. Though you occasionally 
saw a hitchhiker with a suitcase, most of us carried frameless backpacks or, espe-
cially if military or a former serviceman (servicewomen were rare in those days, 
and never seen on the road), a duffel bag. The hitchhikers packed light, rarely car-
rying more than the absolute minimum they needed. They had a change of clothes 
or two but only the shoes on their feet—or maybe a pair of flip-flops stuck in the 
pack. 
Learning through experiences of our own or through the advice of people 
who may have been on the road for all of a week longer, each of us carried a towel 
and a book or two, trading these last when done. In our packs somewhere was a 
toilet kit, including a bar of soap. Most bags also contained food for the day, pur-
chased along the way to the highway in the small stores one passed: a short loaf of 
bread, perhaps some cheese or salami, a bit of fruit, a container of yogurt. Like 
most, I had a pocket knife, a spoon and a fork. And, of course, the maps I started 
collecting the first day out. Some of us had hats (no baseball caps) and most had 
sunglasses. Everyone had some sort of kerchief, small protection against the dust 
but, at least, a way of wiping some of it away. 
Knowing you could end up walking or standing for hours, you were loath to 
carry more. 
Never having tasted yogurt back home (it was not yet popular in the States), I 
had to be instructed in the ins-and-outs of its eating that day on the way to 
Garmisch. Only get the ones with fruit on the bottom, that you have to stir up, my 
companion told me. The others have too much junk mixed in, and the yogurt cul-
ture has probably died (or so he believed); you eat it as much for your stomach, he 
said, as for your mouth. Eat it slowly; you are not carrying much food and may not 
find more until evening, if then. 
Eat the yogurt first, but space your snacking out so that you will not be 
reaching back into your pack for the bread and cheese too early—and finding it 
finished. 
***** 
The next morning, at Garmisch, as I packed, my friend left his bag on his 
bed. He told me that hitchhiking just was not for him. This was a beautiful hostel 
and a beautiful place—and it was not expensive. He was going to stay on for a 
time and then take a train to whatever next spot he chose. It was better, he told me, 
to see fewer places than to see more if it meant the rigor of hitchhiking. I 
shrugged: I wanted to get on the road early (I had learned at least that much by 
then), so we said a quick goodbye after breakfast, knowing we would meet again 
in Brussels for the charter back to New York, and I was off. The last thing I want-
ed was to stay put. 
The road to Innsbruck was no autobahn, but a two-lane highway that twisted 
and turned down the mountain to the Austrian city. It took me four rides, I think, 
to get there and I arrived in the early afternoon. Quickly, I found the local youth 
hostel, deposited my pack, and wandered out to see the town and meet other young 
travelers. It was an exciting day, had been, since the morning; I was completely on 




There was but one absolute similarity of the hitchhikers that summer—and 
that, as I have hinted, was youth. Some of us clearly could have been driving our 
own cars but wanted to mix with the exploding culture of their peers. Some of the 
drivers, in fact, stopped for the same reason. Others were students traveling on the 
cheap, temporarily ‘distressed’ but with great possibilities. A few were genuine 
drop-outs, men and women who had decided to seek an alternative to the money-
driven path, often seeking a spiritual ‘solution’ in the tradition of Somerset 
Maugham’s Larry Darrell in The Razor’s Edge. Strangely enough, there were even 
those among us using the burgeoning life on the road to move up a notch or two on 
the social scale, getting to know those from better circumstances than their own 
and integrating into their culture. 
Most of us, both male and female, wore hair below our shoulders, though 
there wasn’t any standard and no one used hair to separate sheep from goats. Most 
of our backpacks, as I have said, lacked frames, for that made them malleable 
enough for stuffing into small places in already overcrowded cars. 
Because of the international unpopularity of the Vietnam War, Americans 
did not like to sew flags onto their packs, but people from other countries often 
did, sometimes simply to differentiate themselves from the Americans, whose 
numbers were growing daily. Our clothes, of every variety imaginable, weren’t 
particularly clean, but our bodies tended to be—at the start of the day, at least. Too 
filthy, and we’d never get rides. 
I don’t ever recall a woman hitching alone. In twos and threes or with a man, 
but never by themselves. Drug use, which I’m sure was there, was circumspect; I, 
for one, never saw it. 
Politics, as I have said, dominated our talk. The May unrest in France made 
the power of youth into something we all believed in and took seriously. We be-
lieved we really were in a position to change the world. Both the United States and 
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics would crumble, Vietnam being America's 
last hurrah and the Prague Spring still in progress showing that the wall around the 
USSR and its client states had been breached. In fact, in The New York Times for 
August, 1 (which I would see, if at all, through the Paris Herald-Tribune), a sense 
of optimism would be reported concerning talks between Czechoslovakia and its 
Russian overlords. 
We spoke of hope and expressed our fears. 
Eventually, in Innsbruck, I met a couple of like-minded people and, in a pat-
tern I would repeat almost daily for the next month and more (twenty years more, 
if truth be told), found a cafe, talked, ordered beer, and got drunk. 
 
A great deal of horrible stuff went on in the world of hitching—as I would 
soon found out, and would continue discovering. A few years later, a friend would 
die from a ride with bald tires, one of which blew. I’ve been shown a gun while 
hitching and have had all sorts of minor but exhausting experiences. But hitching 
always seemed to promise a new communalism.  
Its death, I think, was part of a retreat from that attitude, from allowing the 






July 29, 1968: Are the Kids OK? What About the  
Parents? 
 
It was a nutty time, a silly time, a dangerous time. We baby boomers had no 
understanding of ourselves or of the power we wielded. We, the coming senior 
members of the high-school graduating class of 1969, had been bowed down to 
much of our lives. When we weren’t, we rebelled, and we were becoming more and 
more successful with each stand. We were getting rid of school regulations on 
appearance, on hair. We were winning battles over curfews. 
Small things, maybe. But they were leading us to believe there was nothing 
we couldn’t do. 
 
Were the kids OK? 
No, we weren't. 
Not always. 
We were lost but, to replace that, we believed we had found something far 
beyond our elders' comprehension. They were clueless, we imagined, stuck in co-
coons while we were emerging as butterflies, free to roam and to be beautiful. 
They were always thinking about security and of taking care of the future, of 
"plastics," while we were off doing the real living. They were shut behind doors 
that couldn't be opened any longer, doors set in stone walls that seemed to have no 
tops, while we, in our arrogance, believed we had simply walked around our par-
ents' confinements until finding where they had crumbled. We had easily hopped 
over, telling ourselves that was an accomplishment. 
Speaking of “plastics,” we had all cheered the ending of The Graduate, our 
enthusiasm washing over recognition that Ben and Elaine were setting themselves 
up for years of struggle, unless they were to retreat back into their parents' em-
brace. We also cheered Peter Fonda's motorcyclist character's speech in The Wild 
Angels: 
We want to be free... to do what we want to do. We want to be free 
to ride... we want to be free to ride our machines without being hassled by 
The Man. And we want to get loaded. And we want to have a good time. 
Making it worse, we thought nothing about the needs and desires of anyone 
else, even though we constantly took from them. The education, the motorcycles 
and cars, the vacations, the medical care... all of this came from our parents and 
not from our own work. We thought it all ours by right, so never even said thank 
you to the people who provided us a safety net and kept doing so, no matter how 
ungrateful we became. 
We thought our parents naïve, conveniently forgetting that they had borne 
the American brunt of World War II, many of our fathers having experienced bru-
tality and, often, deprivation of a sort few of us baby boomers could imagine—
their generation, after all, had been raised during the Great Depression and we 
during post-war affluence. Even if we knew our parents had once suffered, we 
didn't care. That was history, ancient history. 
My own parents had said goodbye to me in late June, not expecting to see me 
again until late August. But they did expect to hear from me. 




In my defense, I was sixteen, a particularly stupid age. I certainly didn't think 
about my parents' emotions or concerns—what sixteen-year-old does? Besides, I 
was on a budget. I didn't want to waste any of what little money I had on enve-
lopes, paper and stamps. I would rather spend it on beer. 
As with each generation (and as no generation admits), the rules of parenting 
in the sixties were more often part of the zeitgeist than of any family tradition. It 
wasn't cool, in those days, to hover over children; they needed the latitude to make 
their own mistakes. So, bowing to the common wisdom, many parents stepped 
back from oversight. 
That my generation, when we became parents, in reaction to the incredible 
freedom we had and the traumas we all experienced first-hand (to ourselves or to 
people we knew), became 'helicopter' parents, hovering and perhaps protecting 
children too much, is understandable. 
Too many of us kids in the sixties just disappeared. Some simply for a week-
end and others forever. For me it was two months, but I cannot imagine what my 
parents went through during that time. I doubt that I even cared; I was selfish and 
saw people of the older generation as impediments, not people. And, looking back, 
I see that I'm lucky that I was not one of the ones to disappear forever. 
This day, fifty years ago, I was in Innsbruck, Austria, spending the mornings 
exploring churches and cathedrals and castles, only going inside the churches and 
cathedrals because those were free, exploring the outside elsewhere and simply 
wandering through the streets, a habit that would stay with me during my travels 
the rest of my life. In the afternoon, I would find someone to drink with, set out for 
an outdoor cafe and start working my way through as much beer as possible, pref-
erably draft. 
Remember: I was sixteen. 
Most of the youth hostels limited guests to a maximum of three nights so I 
expect I would have headed from Innsbruck to Salzburg within that time frame, 
though I don't remember if I did, exactly. I was anxious to return there, for I had 
visited with my parents in '65, but we had not spent the time there that we had in 
Munich—one of the reasons I hadn't particularly wanted to stay in Munich (I felt I 
knew it). Salzburg, in addition, was small, not much larger than Innsbruck. I was 
not yet completely comfortable in real cities on my own and had decided it was 
best to be in towns I could walk, saving money that would be spent on trams in 
bigger places. I had liked the charm of Salzburg even as a 13-year-old so had been 
hoping to get back there even before leaving Switzerland. 
And now, at least for the moment, I was having a glorious time, and without 
a care in the world. I could go anywhere I liked. 
But what about those who were responsible for me, who cared for me? 
Like many of my callous generation, and as I said, I didn't care. 
Perhaps that's the tragedy of my generation. 
 
By 2018, when we baby boomers were finally and seriously thinking about 
releasing the reins to America that we had so ignorantly and arrogantly grabbed 
from the hands of our elders and betters, we had learned… well, nothing. We still 
believe we know more than anyone, be they our parents or our children. Or from 
anyplace else on the globe. We are grasping and vain, and may have done more 
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than any generation ever in hastening the end of life as we know it on earth. We 
have become more conservative, more miserly and more worried, but we still re-
fuse to imagine that there might be someone else who could better handle current 
world problems that we could. 






August 3, 1968: Back to Munich 
 
For a middle-class, essentially small-town American boy, introduction to the 
seamier side of urban life could be something of a shock. We pretended to tough-
ness though we had never faced anything difficult, at any time during our lives. 
This made us foolhardy to say the least. 
The tale of the next week is the heart of the personal part of this project—I 
would not have ever considered embarking upon it without these memories and 
their impact. At the same time, a part of it is the hardest of all to tell. Even now, 
more than fifty years later, I am not willing to share all the details. 
 
The uncertainty of hitching became a problem in a particular way for those 
relying on youth hostels in 1968. You see, the hostels generally had early closing 
hours—sometimes stopping check-in as soon as seven in the evening. If one did 
not arrive before that time, it was likely that there could be no place for one to 
stay, outside of a hotel. And, for many of us, hotels were beyond our means. 
This was good reason for starting out early each day and planning short hops. 
The hostels, also, filled early throughout that summer, a result of so many 
young people out travelling and on the road cheaply. Having never experienced 
such demand, the hostels were unprepared. They tried their best but were over-
whelmed. For us young travelers, the constant throng meant trying to arrive in the 
early afternoon, well before people were being turned away. I quickly discovered 
that 150 kilometers, about the distance from Salzburg to Munich was about all one 
could safely plan for, and even that could prove to be stretching one's luck. 
I was heading back to Munich this day in 1968 because I’d decided that Ba-
varia held reasonably interesting destinations within that 150-kilometer parameter. 
That is, there was plenty to see within a day's hitch from Munich. I didn’t want to 
try for anything more difficult. After all, the 160 kilometers from Innsbruck to 
Salzburg had taken me two days, the first one a complete false start after a couple 
of days looking around the town—and, of course, of drinking. 
It was already hot, this particular morning in Salzburg, though it was not 
much past seven when I checked directions on one of my maps and strapped the 
stack to the top of my small rucksack. I wanted to get to an entrance to the auto-
bahn toward Munich furthest from the center of town as early as I could. I had 
learned my lesson about this particular hitch the previous day, another when I had 
given up even before starting, seeing the long line of waiting hitchhikers when I 
got to an onramp closer to town around noon. Even out at the edge of town and 
this early, I now knew, I would likely find plenty of others with their thumbs out. 
Still, I thought I could be at my destination by early afternoon. 
By the time I had walked to that more distant entrance ramp, there were al-
ready some thirty hitchhikers queued along the cloverleaf. I took my place at the 
end of the orderly line, slowly moving up as the sun arced overhead and an occa-
sional car stopped and accepted a rider. In line, we talked as we waited, exchang-
ing tips on how to eat cheaply, discussing what was going on in the world, which 
hostels were most welcoming (the one in Munich was mentioned particularly—
and by several people—as worth avoiding), trading paperbacks and tall tales and 
generally trying to make the time pass more quickly. 
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Toward dusk, I reached the head of the queue, with just as many of the peo-
ple behind me as there had been before me that morning. Many of them, much 
more sensible that we who remained and recognizing that it would be easier to 
find a bed now, back in Salzburg, than it would be later, in Munich, were giving 
up for the day. I stuck it out, though I knew I would probably have to rough it for 
the night. 
Quite soon, fortunately, a Mercedes stopped and I climbed in, along with a 
Japanese fellow and a German who had been right behind me, the German into the 
front seat, the Japanese and I behind. The woman driving was headed for Munich, 
as we had known she probably would be. Still, we counted ourselves lucky. 
The ride itself didn’t last long. It never seemed to, not on the autobahn where 
speeds were high and certainly not in comparison with the standing and waiting. I 
was the last of the passengers dropped off, the only one heading to the center of 
town. The woman, knowing the city, pulled up at the end of the tram line that 
would take me to the central train station, the hauptbahnhof, where I had told her I 
wanted to go, it being too late for me to get a bed at the youth hostel and there 
being, I had seen a park nearby where I might be able to sleep (I wasn't ready to 
attempt the subway tunnels that were then under construction). I grabbed my pack, 
not noticing as my maps slid from under the top flap onto the seat. Running to 
catch the waiting tram, I swung aboard, paid my fare, and collapsed onto a bench 
opposite the rear door. I was the only passenger. 
Standing for ten hours or more in the sun is more tiring than one might imag-
ine, and I was exhausted. We started moving, climbing up a low, long hill, finally 
stopping near the top for a traffic light. I was already dozing. 
Suddenly, I heard a pounding on that folding exit door opposite me. A wom-
an was outside, gesturing. I looked at her, puzzled. The door opened; she threw in 
a bundle—my maps—and turned and ran. 
And started to scream. 
Her Mercedes, driver’s door still open, stopped slightly further down the hill 
behind the bus, had started rolling backward. She flew down toward it, losing 
ground at every step, her body outlined in the receding headlights. 
I could see her purse swinging from an outstretched arm, still can. 
As I watched, frozen, a man jumped from somewhere and stopped the car. 
The tram driver looked back at me. Sheepishly, I picked up the maps and he start-
ed the tram moving. 
I got off at the hauptbahnhof and walked into the old botanical garden that I 
knew was nearby. I couldn't think of anyplace else to go, for I didn't really know 
the city, though I had spend some time there three year earlier. 
After simply walking around the park for more than an hour, I decided I was 
too tired to continue so found a secluded bench and sat down. With my pack 
clutched on my lap, I closed my eyes and quickly drifted off. 
A policeman woke me way too soon and I started walking again, leaving the 
park for the street, hoping the motion of my feet would wake me up. I could afford 
no place available for sleeping so wasn’t looking for a bed, just to pass the time 
until morning when the youth hostel would open its gates and I could doze in the 
courtyard.  




After an hour or so of aimless rambling, when it was just about midnight and 
I began to feel too chilled to go on this way, I stopped into a crowded bar I had 
passed on a earlier round, on a street close to the hauptbahnhof, a place where I 
felt I might be able to warm up without notice, without being asked to buy the 
drink I could not afford. I pushed open the door, my pack held low to make it as 
inconspicuous as possible, and moved inside, keeping as close to the wall as pos-
sible. No one looked my way, so I kept on going, getting as far inside the grimy 
and dim place as I could. 
Crowded? It was packed. 
Suddenly, something was going on near the bar, but I couldn’t see over the 
heads around me to tell what it was. Others were turning; attention was beginning 
to focus. People were backing up, pushing against me and the others behind, creat-
ing a ring and allowing enough space for all of us to watch. 
Two men, one white and one black, had begun circling each other. One of 
them, at least, had a knife in his hand—or I thought I saw the glint of metal there, 
though I was too tired and too far away to know for sure. Cautious, wanting to 
keep avoiding notice, I let the crowd keep backing me in the direction I had first 
been going, toward the booths, relieved to be invisible while all eyes were on the 
actions of the feinting combatants. 
We watched for a minute or so before two new men broke through our silent 
circle. Bouncers, I suppose, each on cue grabbing a fighter from behind, bear-
hugging him. In unison, still pinning their arms to their sides, they carried the war-
riors to the door. 
The crowd had stopped forcing me back by then and I was watching from the 
shadows near a back booth as the bouncers stepped away from the entrance and 
disappeared back into the crowd. 
“American, aren’t you?” A voice from below, from a man seated alone, be-
hind me.... 
It was just about midnight and the rest is for tomorrow. 
 
Though young and certainly naïve, I knew I could be getting myself into 
trouble by staying in that bar. And I knew exactly what that trouble might be. I 
may have known little about the truths of life, but I did know that a young boy 
cadging drinks, which is what I decided to do at that moment, faced sexual dan-






August 4, 1968: The Worst of It, and Moving On 
 
One of the things of the following post that strikes me is how quickly I turn to 
books, then and now, as a cover for emotional trauma. I didn’t think about that as 
I was writing this, only about where to draw the line between what I won’t say and 
what I had decided I must. The next twenty-four hours changed my life. How com-
pletely, I don’t know. How much of it I could share, I didn’t know. 
 
The fight was over. In a way, that was too bad, for it had given me cover for 
edging into the shadows by the row of dark booths. but not quite enough. 
“American, aren’t you?” A voice from a seat below, in English, from a man 
alone, behind me. The excitement having dissipated, people were returning to their 
previous drinking and the noise level was rising. “Buy you a drink?” Relieved but 
hesitant, I turned and slid onto the opposite bench, landing catty-corner from him 
as deep as I could get and away from the light. I didn't like being there but could 
think of no acceptable alternative. He signaled and two steins of beer appeared. 
As we sipped them, he told me—in perfect English—that he had spent time 
in Wisconsin but was from Munich. He wanted to know about me, asking my age 
and then telling me he had known other sixteen-year-olds in Milwaukee. We sat 
there, drinking and talking, for what seemed like hours. I was not particularly hap-
py and was more than a bit uncomfortable, for I knew there was risk in what I was 
doing. Still, it was better than walking aimlessly in the night—and the buzz was 
pleasant. 
He taught me a trick with a box of wooden matches. Put a small hole in the 
top of the box, then take out one match and stand it in the hole, doing so with one 
hand only while also holding the box in that hand. Then take out another match 
and light it—still all with one hand. Next, use that match to light the other one, one 
handed, the match heads touching so that they fuse, leaving the matchsticks stuck 
together at right angles. For years, I would show off this trick. 
Maybe it was some sort of reminder. 
But I never, ever told anyone where I learned it or what had happened later 
that night. Some things... well, let's just leave it at that. Imagine what you will 
when we get to that. 
He showed me a wallet full of money—he’d gotten paid that day—and he 
learned, after some prodding, that I had no place to go. He invited me back to his 
room, where I could sleep. The second or third time, on his promise that we would 
sleep only, I agreed. Young fool. I knew of the risk, from prior knowledge and talk 
at the youth hostels, though my experience was absolute zero. 
His was a tiny single room with a single bed up eight floors in a dreary eleva-
tor building where the bathrooms were down the hall. He told me we would have 
to share his single bed and that I should undress—but he wouldn’t touch me, he 
said. 
That, of course, did not prove to be true. 
Again... no details. 
Perhaps I had little choice in the matter; I knew enough, at least, not to resist. 
It could have gotten worse; he outweighed me by a good fifty pounds, proba-
bly more. And I knew nothing about fighting. 
I only wanted it to be over and me anywhere else in the world. 
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When he finally fell to sleep, I crept into my clothes, moving quietly, scared 
of waking him. Slowly, I opened the door. The light from the hallway fell on his 
wallet which had dropped from his pants onto the floor in his hurry to undress, 
bills spilling from it. I was tempted to sweep them up and take all but closed the 
door instead. 
I wanted to be out of there and away from him. Far away. Taking the money 
would have tied me to him in some way, imposing a level of responsibility I did 
not want. I think I realized that much even then, standing in the doorway. 
I don’t think I could have spent the money if I had taken it; handling it would 
have made me shake. 
I closed his door softly and walked down the hall toward the elevator, scared 
his door would open before it arrived but unwilling to cast about for the stair. I left 
the building, stepping into the early morning chill and started walking. 
The light was that dimness coming just before dawn and the streets were 
empty. I would have run, for now I was suddenly quite frightened and almost in 
tears, but was also scared of breaking the silence around me, as though it would 
bring him after me. I headed for the youth hostel where, I knew, a small park near-
by had a bench where I probably could sit and wait without anyone bothering me, 
not that early in the day, at least. 
***** 
The gates of the youth hostel swung open precisely at seven. I couldn’t regis-
ter until later, I was aware, not until after twelve, but all I wanted was a shower 
stall and I knew where those were and that they weren't guarded. 
It cost money for hot water and I had none of the necessary 10-phennig 
coins, but I didn’t mind. But all I wanted to do was wash the man and the night 
away, which I did. 
Over and over again. 
I have never in my life showered so long. 
The stall was little but private, with a small antechamber for changing. After 
a time, I also washed the clothes I’d been wearing, scrubbing them as best I could 
with my bar of soap. Once I was finally outside again, in the courtyard, I spread 
the wet garments out on a bench to dry and looked around for someone to talk to. 
I didn’t feel like being alone; I needed distractions. 
***** 
It would be years before I let myself think about that night—and more after 
that before I told anyone. Pushing it back and as out of my mind as possible started 
right away, but I couldn't do it alone. 
The quiet conversations in the courtyard that I could overhear most immedi-
ately weren’t in English and I couldn’t really speak any other language. But new-
comers were appearing as quickly as people left and I kept alert for English. The 
manager, who liked to scatter people to tourist sites, telling them they should be 
seeking beauty and history and not hanging around, appeared from time to time 
but I ignored him. In fact, people had just been dispersing, flying before his flap-
ping arms, as I had arrived with my laundry. Fortunately, he had turned and was 
heading back to his office as I sat down, which is why I had found room to set my 
shirt and pants and things to dry. 
Eventually, as I knew I would, I heard English conversations, including one 
about trading books. That seemed a good opening, so I joined in. I don’t remember 
 
227 
what I had with me at that point, but I swapped for two I was unfamiliar with, An-
them by Ayn Rand and Erich Fromm’s The Sane Society. I knew who Rand was 
but had read none of her books, though I had looked at The Virtue of Selfishness 
earlier that year. This book was small, so I figured I could put up with what I al-
ready knew as her frightful narcissism for at least the short time the book would 
take to read. The other looked interesting, if unlikely. 
One woman a few seats away, I overheard after a time, was explaining to 
someone—in English—how she had somehow lost her travelling companion. She 
had wanted to go one way, I guess, and he another. I continued listening, turning 
around to make it clear I was following the conversation. 
No one ever minded that. Nothing was private among us (except... well... ); 
we encouraged each other to join in. 
She was trying to find someone to hitch with to Prague but was not having 
much luck. That made me pause: I now wanted desperately to get as far away from 
Munich as fast as I possibly could. And, from the news reports, Czechoslovakia 
was welcoming people like me—for the moment. If the papers could be believed, 
the Russians and the Czechs were reaching compromise; the likelihood of Russian 
military action was receding, and young westerners were flocking in. 
Pretty soon, I was able to jump into the talk, probably with something banal 
about the politics of Alexander Dubček and what had already come to be called 
the “Prague Spring.” A little later, after more words, I offered to accompany the 
woman, but told her I was worried about visas. She explained that we could now 
get visas at the border and that Prague, from what she had heard, was absolutely 
the place to be, the happening spot of the moment. I knew that, had been told that 
even before leaving the States. But I had felt too ignorant of the world to even 
think of going there. 
Things had been changing in Czechoslovakia, as everybody knew, for 
months, their pace increasing over the spring and into the summer. Some of us 
Americans of the baby-boomer generation were actually getting our first glimpse 
of life behind the Iron Curtain where, we had thought, only gloom prevailed. 
What we were hearing was among the few bits of brightness in an eastern 
world that, from what we'd been told our whole lives, otherwise seemed headed 
for disaster. Few of us Americans had any idea of what existed on the eastern side 
of Europe and a number of us were tempted by the possibility that we might be 
able to find out. I certainly was. 
This trip could surely be more interesting, I told myself, than wandering 
around Germany, close to broke, for the next few weeks. 
It would be a long trip, 275 kilometers to Linz in Austria and then another 
250 to Prague. The woman thought we could get there in one day—today—but I 
disagreed, thinking even Linz would be pushing it—it was already late. “Well, 
then we’ll just get as far as we can today and head on, tomorrow.” 
Before noon, I had folded and stowed my now-dry clothes, had cashed one of 
my precious traveler’s checks and we had taken that same tram line I’d come in on 
the night before back out to where we could walk to the autobahn. 
The woman I was with, whose name I’ve completely forgotten, told me a lit-
tle about herself. She was, I think, a college student, some years older that I. 
Twenty-six, if I remember correctly, but that seems a little old for a student of 
those times. She had a great deal of confidence in herself—something I was lack-
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ing, just then—and told me a car would stop for us quickly. I laughed and told her 
how long I’d often had to wait. She shook her head and said it never happened to 
her. 
Our luck getting rides was good—it generally was, I was discovering, when 
hitching with a woman, this being my first experience of it—and we made it to 
Linz while there was still plenty of daylight. 
***** 
On the way, I started reading Rand, appalled, but unable to tear my eyes 
away. I tried to share what I was feeling with the woman, but she wasn’t interest-
ed. 
The book starts off: “It is a sin to write this. It is a sin to think words no oth-
ers think and to put them down upon a paper no others are to see.” That, of course, 
reminded me of the night before, of something I already planned never to write of, 
to speak of or, if possible, to think on. No, I thought to Rand and her narrator, you 
don't know what sin is, or what it means to be sinned against. Or why certain 
things need to be private and forgotten. You are fools. 
Or I felt that. I don't think I had the capacity to put it into words. 
In the context of a novel, something meant for reading, something pleading 
for people to see, the passage seemed ludicrous. The words were so ridiculous, 
given what had happened the night before, that I could not stop reading, so aston-
ished was I. The arrogance of the narrator, and of Rand behind him, struck me 
hard. 
Belief in oneself, I was starting to learn, can’t be maintained simply through 
perseverance, though perseverance, I was also discovering, is a necessary condi-
tion for belief—whether in oneself or in anything else. 
So is a certain degree of humility, something Rand didn’t seem to appreciate 
at all. And a recognition that, varied talents notwithstanding, one’s own abilities 
alone never make for a superior person. 
Even the best can be torn down in an instant. I remembered from my English 
class, “all our knowledge is, ourselves to know.” You can’t know yourself when 
you believe you are special, better than anyone else. 
If I hadn’t known that before, I certainly was starting to, now. I felt like a 
newborn, but I kept it to myself.  
I would be keeping a lot to myself. 
Outside of Linz, someone offered to give us a ride the few kilometers up to 
the Czech border and we gratefully accepted. Seeing us, the driver had figured 
where we were headed and, like everyone else in the West, was interested. So, he 
gladly went a few kilometers out of his way to hear what we were attempting and 
what we hoped to find. 
Given our luck so far, we decided we could easily get at least as far as 
Budějovice that evening where we figured we could find someplace to stay, so we 
cheerfully walked from the Austrian border station to the much smaller and plainer 
one a distance away on the Czech side. No one there spoke any language we knew 
but it was clear we needed visas. We gave a bit of currency, receiving stamps in 
our passports and a bit of Czech money in return. Showing a few more German 
marks and pushing them forward, we got more korunas back, giving us enough, 
we hoped, for the next few days. 
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Before we knew it, then, and without fanfare, we had crossed into Eastern 
Europe. 
***** 
We were soon walking across a wide-open space and then along the road we 
had seen in the distance, one that headed to the north, fully expecting to find traffic 
on it. 
This had been a charmed afternoon and early evening, so far. A welcome dif-
ference after the night before. A ride would certainly soon come by, we told each 
other, optimistic and for the first time (at least, I was), feeling that the world didn’t 
have to be a disaster. That one could always move on. 
Of course, I wasn’t in Munich anymore. 
But that, by itself, was a relief; I now hated that city. 
No ride appeared. Little did, almost no traffic and no people. We walked and 
were passed by a horse cart and a bus or two, nothing more. Pretty quickly, we 
both were starting to realize we had entered into someplace where our assumptions 
would not correlate with experience. We were on what looked like a major road 
but, I think, maybe one car did go by. And it did not even slow. 
I like to imagine it was a Trabant. 
The idea: We had actually believed we could hitchhike in Eastern Europe 
simply by virtue of crossing the border. My, but we were naïve... and stupid. 
I was, of course, used to the frustrations of hitchhiking by that point so was 
willing to just keep trudging along. My companion, however, was not, so we 
stopped. It had been clear almost all day that she was in charge on this trip, and 
that I had better just do what she said. I was along only because she wasn’t foolish 
enough to travel alone, her looks told me, and I should count my blessings. 
She had also told me she was starting to have ‘stomach’ cramps, but I had no 
clue what she was talking about. Menstruation and its side effects were not things 
discussed with sixteen-year-old boys, certainly not in those days. She said she was 
going to flag down any bus that might come by, and we would take that. She said 
she had to. 
OK, sure, I shrugged. I didn’t mind. We probably had enough korunas to pay 
for whatever we might need. Everything was supposed to be cheap here. Or so we 
had been told. 
A bus finally came. It stopped at her waving arms and we were beckoned 
aboard. 
The passengers started speaking to us, almost all at once. When we did not 
respond to what was, to us, only noise, they started trying other languages, finally 
settling on English, which two of them spoke, after a fashion. 
As we started up the road toward Budějovice, they told us they were ex-
change students from Yugoslavia returning from a day trip. There would be no 
charge, they also told us, for the bus cost them nothing. In fact, would we like to 
join them for dinner? They would treat us. 
Why not? 
We felt, once we arrived at the complex where they were staying, that we had 
fallen into splendor, though the food was not much more than passable. The beer, 
though, the beer…. Admittedly, I hadn’t yet had much experience with beer, 
though I had already learned to love it, but this, I could tell, was something spe-
cial. I drank as much as they gave me, and smoked cigarettes from the pack one of 
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them slid over to me when my open Marlboros ran out. I didn’t tell him I had more 
in my bag. 
Later, they gave us a room—together. It had two bunk bed sets on opposite 
walls and the common bathroom was down the hall. She climbed to the top on one 
side and motioned for me to stay on the bottom of the other. That was fine with 
me. She was way too old for me, clearly, and I was far too inexperienced for her. I 
was completely inexperienced, except…. But I wasn’t going to think about that. 
Though now, again drunk and once more very tired, I wanted to shower and 
to get away from her for a few minutes, so I grabbed my towel and a few things 
and left. After that, I put on clean clothes, returned to the room, and went to sleep, 
fully dressed.  
As she was. 
 
Obviously, I owe my ability to say anything at all about the rape in Munich 
owes a great deal to the #metoo movement. Even though I tell myself that it was 
not my fault, I still feel that, in some way, it was. My actions brought it on. I sus-
pect this is part of why I can’t talk about the specifics, though I remember them 
extremely well. Doing so would be, somehow, forcing me to examine my own role 
more closely than I would like. I went places I shouldn’t have—the bar and then 
the apartment. In a way, I “allowed” what happened to occur—though, by any 
definition, what happened counts as rape. 
That doesn’t change my feelings or sense of guilt. 
This is the conundrum of most victims of sexual predation. This is one of the 
reasons it remains, for each of us, so damned difficult to talk or write about. 
I am, however, thankful of the changes brought on in public discourse over 
these past few years. Without them, I would never have written this post at all—




August 5, 1968: In the Gray 
 
There was so much struggle within me as I traveled in Czechoslovakia that I 
was glad to be able to withdraw from all but the most minimal human contact. The 
language barrier helped me along, though I would not realize that until after I had 
written this and the following posts.  
Prague proved a needed respite. It was an empty town, few people on the 
streets, and a dark, dirty place (though clearly covering beauty), quite unlike the 
vibrant city I would visit twenty-four years later. 
 
Budejovice. 
The morning after our arrival in Czechoslovakia, this morning in 1968, I 
showered again (that made three times in the last 24 hours) and afterwards the 
Yugoslavian students, still enjoying the novelty of their American visitors, fed us 
breakfast and grilled us some more about life in the United States, a topic of great 
fascination to them. An hour or so later, they escorted us to the station and reluc-
tantly put us on the train to Prague (the tickets cost us almost nothing). 
I still had my two books with me, the ones I had traded for so long ago as 
yesterday, so far away as Munich. As I had already come to loathe Ayn Rand's 
Anthem even after just half of the short book, I rummaged through my pack for 
Erich Fromm's The Sane Society, feeling much more comfortable with the ques-
tion titling Fromm’s first chapter (“Are we sane?”) than I was with what I had 
already decided was the self-satisfied claptrap of that entitled egoist, Rand. 
Even so, Fromm, I soon discovered, is no captivating writer. So, I switched 
back and forth between the two books when not looking out the window or talking 
with my companion, something which was rare (her choice). One of Fromm’s first 
comments and the following question kept coming back to mind as I read Rand, 
making the contrast both intriguing and instructive: “Many an inmate of an insane 
asylum is convinced that everybody else is crazy, except himself. Many a severe 
neurotic believes that his compulsive rituals or his hysterical outbursts are normal 
reactions to somewhat abnormal circumstances. What about ourselves?” Rand’s 
narrator reminded me, more than anything else, of a person who really should be 
asking just that question rather than deluding himself by avoiding it and thinking 
he was the only sane one. Rand, too.  
And I? 
Coming off my experiences of the night before last, I doubt there were two 
books that could have been more useful to me, though it may be true that any two 
would have served the purpose (books have always provide me with solace and 
instruction). Be that as it may, these two certainly set up a contrast and a dialogue 
within me.  
Though I knew quite well which side I came down on, I needed the debate, a 
debate I could only have through books. There was no way I was going to share 
my own actuality or even use it in my own internal discussions. I was already try-
ing to forget (what do you think those showers were for?) and was quite effective-
ly muzzled by what was considered acceptable in the society that had raised me. 
Fromm resonated with my own feelings, though less cynically than the 
stance I had pretended to for the past year or so and, over the past few days, had 
been living. I had long been naïve; now, that was changing. Fromm was an ideal-
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ist, something different, something that I, in my distress, wanted to cling to, want-
ed to become—though without losing the joy of cynicism.  
***** 
For the first time, I was growing into the character I had been trying to adopt, 
and was coming to understand lines I loved and had pretended to take to heart, like 
these from T. S. Eliot’s “Preludes” that were already heavily marked in my book 
of his poems at home, “Wipe your hand across your mouth, and laugh;/The worlds 
revolve like ancient women/Gathering fuel in vacant lots.” That cynicism was 
what I had long wanted to believe; now, having been shaken out of my own com-
placency by my rapist, they were being written onto my soul. 
Cynicism and idealism are not mutually exclusive. Two of my favorite writ-
ers, George Orwell and Kurt Vonnegut, had long combined them. So had Thomas 
Pynchon. Only now, however, was I beginning to be able to mix them honestly. 
So, while life was suddenly taking me down a nihilist path, Fromm was man-
aging to turn it around a bit, to keep me moored, at least to idealism. He wrote, 
“When man is born, the human race as well as the individual, he is thrown out of a 
situation which was definite, as definite as the instincts, into a situation which is 
indefinite, uncertain and open.” In that sense, I saw, I was now just birthed. But he 
also said, “If we make a decision, we can never be certain of the outcome; any 
decision implies a risk of failure, and if it does not imply it, it has not been a deci-
sion in the true sense of the word,” implying the value of risk and of keeping on, 
something I had not found in Eliot and that, in Rand, only comes from unwarrant-
ed belief in one’s own specialness. It also helped me accept, or so I thought, my 
own level of responsibility in what had happened to me.  
I refused to see myself as a victim though a crime had been committed 
against me. Fromm and Rand helped me solidify that, also, in my soul. 
Yes, even as I sat there on the train to Prague, looking from one book to the 
other, I recognized the importance to me of the serendipity of the pairing of the 
two works and wanted to savor it. I turned again and again to the awe of it, that 
these two volumes should have come to me on the heels of a rude introduction to 
will and its limits. To the unbreakable will of the world outside my own. 
The books were doing more, setting up another dichotomy, one far from my 
personal situation. For the first time, also, I was getting a serious glimpse of the 
differences between the philosophies of the Quakers I’d grown up among and the 
greater American society that had always seemed so alien to me, differences I had 
been living with at least since my family had arrived in Michigan. The Quakers 
focus on the group and on individual responsibility to the group. Most Americans 
focus on the individual and on group responsibility to the individual. I would wor-
ry that contrast for the next fifty years. Still do. 
***** 
In Prague, the woman and I went our separate ways, splitting on the broad 
street in front of the train station. We had easily found (actually, she had known 
this even before we had left Munich) that we could find rooms in student hostels, 
but the one open for me, she pointed out, was out a different tram line from the 
one for women. There seemed no reason to stay together, so we parted. 
A long tram ride took me to a drab building where a bored attendant took 
money and my passport, replacing it with a chit. The room I was given had a 
kitchenette and its own bathroom, so I washed most of my clothes again and, of 
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course, showered. Later, I rode back into the center of town where I walked 
around for a bit, looking at the soot- and grime-covered buildings, magnificent, 
even in gray. 
Back at the hostel, I asked where I could eat and was directed to a cafeteria 
where the food was awful. Later, back in the room, I stripped, showered again and 
washed the clothes I had been wearing, hanging them over the towel bars in the 
bathroom and packing away the others that I had washed earlier, now dry. 
Then showered again. 
Then slept. 
 
There are commonalities to the afterlives of the victims of sexual attack, ones 
we did not commonly know in the days when such events could not be spoken of. 
One is the desire to get clean physically. Another, in those days of refusal to ad-
dress the incidents, was an often personally unacknowledged struggle to suppress 
the event—an impossibility for most of us. Trying to go on as if nothing had hap-
pened is probably one of the most common of these. Another is to convince oneself 
that the event was trivial—something, we know from recent revelations, that gen-






August 6, 1968: Day in Prague 
 
When I returned to Prague twenty-four years later, I found an entirely differ-
ent city, but one again in the throes of political upheaval. While I was there, the 
division of Czechoslovakia into the Czech Republic and Slovakia was announced. 
As I sat in a café listening to the BBC and watching the bustle on Wenceslaus 
Square, the announcer told me a riot was going on—right there. All I could see 
were a few people accosting passers-by with petitions.  
Today, Prague is one of the jewels of Europe, as it should always have been. 
In a strange way, I am glad it wasn’t, when I first visited. 
 
Prague. 
When I woke up in the morning, this day in 1968, I bathed again, taking at 
least my sixth shower in three days—and the third of those days had hardly start-
ed. 
As I dressed, I realized I was feeling a little lonely and a lot at sea. In my 
pocket, I had a list of addresses, given to me by the Yugoslav students, for other 
student hostels open to male foreigners, but they were all far from the center of 
town and I did not want to head to them. If they were like the one where I had 
stayed the night before, they’d be mostly empty, it being summer vacation. So, I 
decided to stay where I was for my one more night in the country. 
As soon as I could, I headed back to the center of town. The old city was 
magnificent below its dirty coat but I had no one to share it with so its tatters stood 
out beyond its beauty. As I wandered, I kept returning to the area of the main train 
station, the area of my first familiarity. There, at least, a few people could be 
found. Sometimes the rest of the city seemed abandoned. I walked up and down 
Wenceslas Square, which isn't even a square, nonplussed by the pervasive silence 
of the city. 
The city, for the most part, was gray, covered in soot from, I assumed, coal 
furnaces. Sometimes I would stand in front of a building that i could tell was quite 
striking under its dowdy blanket, but the facades hadn't been cleared in years and it 
looked like no one was interested in keeping up any of them at all. That suited my 
mood and I began to feel a connection to this abandoned beauty in a shuttered 
world. 
There was little, there in the center of the city, that could be considered mod-
ern. Few stores—at least, no shopping district that I could find. 
Later, hungry and thirsty, I went into one of the rare shops that I did happen 
to pass. It was long and low and so brightly lit that it hurt my eyes—quite a con-
trast from the street outside that, even in midday, seemed lost in shadows. There 
wasn't much there, but I picked out a few things that seemed like items I could eat. 
Near the counter, almost as an afterthought, I grabbed a bottle that looked like it 
probably contained soda. It was sticky, but I bought it anyhow. Outside, I realized 
it's cap did not twist off, like American bottlecaps were starting to do. I would 
have to open the bottle with my pocket knife which, fortunately, I always carried. 
The taste? Well, after one swig, I quickly started looking for a place to dis-
pose of the bottle. There was no trash on the streets but also no trash cans. I carried 
the mostly full bottle with me for a time before setting it down in a discrete nook 
at the side of one of the ornate older buildings. 
 
236 
After a time, I came to the river and looked across at the hill rising on the 
other side under cover of more old buildings to a castle atop. Walking along, I 
came to what I now know is the Charles Bridge. I crossed it, looking at the sad, 
distressed statues upon it, and walked up the rather winding roads to the castle, 
now marveling at the beauty beneath the dirt on the old and distressed-looking 
buildings. Again, there was no one about and I didn't try to go in, anywhere. I was 
reminded of the little bit of Kafka I had read and decided that the city, if it had 
been so musty and forlorn in his day, must have been a major influence on his 
themes. 
So many of the people I had met on the road had been talking about visiting 
Prague that I was surprised not to find hundreds or, at least, dozens of people like 
me wandering around, young folk from Western Europe, North America and even 
Japan. But they weren't there. I guess that what I had heard was all that it was, talk.  
Until I would reach the border going back to Germany, the only other Ameri-
can traveler I would encounter was the young woman I had come into the country 
with. The others who has raised the possibility had probably thought better of it 
when they explored what it would actually take to get there and be there, let alone 
return. The two of us, on the other hand, had simply gone. Stupid, yeah. But we 
had gotten there. I was, irrationally, proud of that, though still a bit frightened to 
be alone in such an unknown world. 
There were few cars in the city and quite a few of those I did see were of 
Western makes with West German plates. Maybe what tourists there were had 
greater financial resources than did hitchhikers, something that makes traveling 
relatively ignorant much safer. 
Given the present-day image of a bright and sparkling Prague, I do want to 
emphasize that the city, in those days, with its coal-dust-covered almost distant 
medieval splendor, was turning out to be, in contrast to contemporary experiences 
of the city, one of the gloomiest and loneliest places I had ever been—but, as I 
have also said, that suited my mood and I was satisfied to be there, though lonely. 
That was OK: friendship wasn't on my radar, right then.  
Coming down from trauma, I wanted little that could be classified as happy 
or known and much that was blank and foreign. My being wretched itself away 
from concepts of comfort and the idea of friendship, even simple human contact. I 
walked and looked, carrying my little bag full of various sorts of food I wasn't sure 
I recognized, wandering until it was dark enough to excuse my going back to my 
room. 
There, I laid what I had out on a little table and ate. I don't think I tasted any 
of it. Afterwards, I folded up the clothes I had washed after showering that morn-
ing and stowed them in my bag. 
At some point during the day, I had realized I really shouldn't be there, in 
Prague, in alien territory, alone. I might tell myself I craved the isolation, but I 
could also tell it was not going to prove good for me. So, I would, I told myself, 
leave the next day. After all, my visa, or so I assumed, was only good for three 
days and I didn't want to pay to renew it. 




We see those things about us that accent what we are feeling within. I’ve no 
real sense that the Prague I was seeing was the Prague others experienced in 
1968.  
This, of course, is one of the problems of the memoir: its subjectivity needs to 
be worn on its sleeve or it becomes duplicitous as well as self-serving. One of the 
things I am trying to do in this book is yoke the subjectivity of personal experience 
with the generalizations of cultural history, giving a sense of something as a whole 
rather than a snapshot of a mere instant. 
This was, of course, also the anniversary of the American bombing of Hiro-
shima, the first use in warfare of the atomic bomb. Though I was aware of the 
date, I don’t think I noted it at the time. 






August 7, 1968: Leaving Czechoslovakia 
 
This was the story I shared about the summer of 1968. Unlike the rape, 
whose details I will never share, I have told this tale so often that I have to be 
careful that I don’t mistake the telling for the truth. I know that some of the details 
have gotten mixed up in my mind over the years, but the events themselves proba-
bly occurred in approximately the order I present and, I believe, did in fact occur. 
Certainly, I was in Prague one day and Nuremburg the next and left on an extend-
ed visa good until midnight. I traveled by train and foot and spent hours at the 
border. I vouch for the rest, but I know the dangers of relying on memories of re-
peated stories…. 
 
Sometime this morning in 1968, having checked out of the hostel and re-
turned to the center of town, I ran into the woman I'd traveled into Czechoslovakia 
with. She had been looking for me this morning, she said, keeping near Prague's 
Wenceslas Square and the train station, figuring I would show up around there at 
some point. 
The idea of expecting to run into someone on the streets of Prague sounds 
preposterous today but, then, with so few people walking around, it didn't seem 
unlikely at all. 
She had chanced to look at the stamp in her passport that morning and had 
realized that our visas had expired. They had been good for a single day, not 
three—and we were now heading toward the conclusion of three since arrival. 
Neither of us knew what to do—except that we had to do it quickly. Some-
how, we learned almost immediately where the American embassy was (I think I 
had passed it by the day before) and walked across the Charles Bridge to it. Some-
one there, certainly, would speak English (no one we had approached so far did) 
and could tell us where we should go and what we should do. 
We were scared, both of us. Alone on the other side of the Iron Curtain, we 
had no idea what might happen to us if we didn't straighten this out. The few tales 
we had heard of the Soviet bloc back home had all been meant to terrify the Amer-
ican population into complicity with Cold War policies; we had no idea what bits 
might be true, what not. We had both read some Kafka and probably a little Gogol; 
we knew that people could disappear into the vast state apparatus that had long 
been the tradition, or so we believed, of the Eastern part of Europe. We easily be-
lieved the worst, having grown up victims of Western propaganda. 
We found the embassy easily enough, feeling relief at the sight of the Ameri-
can flag outside, irrationally believing that it might, somehow, protect us. The 
door was guarded by a Marine, however, who stepped in front of us, demanding 
our business. We told him of our situation and said we were there for help or, at 
least, advice. He told us we couldn't go in, that we had best check in with the near-
est police station. He clearly did not like what he saw before him and wasn't in-
clined to help. 
"Well, where is the police station?" 
He shrugged. It seemed he neither knew nor cared. Clearly, he wasn't going 
to let two who looked like us into the hallowed grounds of the embassy, no matter 




That is was ours, too, didn't seem to matter. 
Probably, we were both dressed in jeans and both certainly had long hair, 
hers down to the middle of her back, mine starting to reach my shoulders. Our 
clothes, even if somewhat clean, were worn. In my recent mania for cleanliness, I 
had washed mine in the bathtub the day before, hanging everything around the 
room so that it would be dry when I packed. We both carried canvas rucksacks. 
We must have looked to him like the 'hippie scum' of the mass media, kids who 
should never be allowed to mix with 'real' Americans, kids who had given up their 
right to the country. 
We turned away and started scouring the streets, trying to ask directions of 
the few people we saw but finding no one who could understand us. It was getting 
hot and we were getting frustrated when we stumbled into an official-looking 
building that, indeed, proved to be a police station. One of the officers, fortunately 
for us, spoke German and we were able, with a great deal of finger pointing at 
passports and selves, to get him to understand our plight. 
The woman wanted to stay in the country and had the funds to buy (or bribe, 
we weren't sure which it was) an extension for a week. I was ready to leave, so 
was given an extension only until midnight that night. We walked back to the train 
station, much relieved, where we once again parted, this time for good. 
It must have been approaching mid-afternoon by then; our quest had taken 
the better part of the day. 
In the station, I figured I only needed to buy a ticket to someplace on the 
West German border. No trains would be crossing the border, I knew, but a little 
walking wouldn't be a problem. Another difficulty quickly faced me, though: no 
one at any of the ticket windows seemed to speak any language I found remotely 
familiar. “Allemande?” Shaken heads. “Deutschland?” Same thing. Finally, some-
one sold me a ticket to somewhere, a track number and a train number written up-
on it. 
Before heading to the platform, I managed to buy a copy of the London 
Times at the one lonely kiosk in the cavernous station. Matching ticket to platform, 
I boarded a waiting train, pushed open the window next to me (it was stuffy in the 
car and the day had gotten quite muggy) and pulled Erich Fromm's The Sane Soci-
ety from my pack. There was nothing I could do now but wait for the town name 
on the ticket to appear on a station. 
The motion of the train brought the faint idea of a breeze, but the heat made 
me sleepy. After the somnambulant conductor came by and punched my ticket (I 
was one of the only passengers in the car), I closed my eyes. 
A thump or a bump sometime later awoke me. Instinctively, I ran my hand 
over my hair—gritty, strange. I looked at my palm; it was streaked with black, and 
there were black speckles on the back of my hand when I turned it over and, I saw 
when I looked down, covering the newspaper on my lap. At a turn, I could see the 
part of the train ahead out the window: we were pulled by a coal locomotive. 
Wow. I had never seen that. But where was it taking me? Due east, I sudden-
ly imagined, Russia. Alone, in a country where I could speak to no one, a country 
included in the anti-communist scare campaigns back home, a country we had 
been allowed to learn so little of that all we imagined was squalor and misery, I 
imagined only the worst. 
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From the perspective of a world where the Czech Republic is a known and 
friendly place, my anxiety seems impossibly silly today and even improbable. But 
this was still the time of the Berlin Wall, of gaunt escapees from the East in tat-
tered clothes and tales of want and imprisonment. I felt incredibly small and insig-
nificant—and in danger of dwindling to disappearance myself. 
Emotionally speaking, this was proving to be an extremely tough week. 
There was, at least, that town name on the ticket and I grasped it as my only 
sure thing. I watched the stations, hoping to see it, hoping we hadn't passed it 
while I was asleep, keeping the ticket in my hand like it was some sort of talisman 
leading me to safety. 
An hour or so later, much to my relief, I did see the town name (one I've 
completely forgotten, though it may have been Usti nad Labem on the way to 
Dresden—or one of the other towns along that route), and hopped down onto the 
platform of a tiny station in the midst of a number of tracks, many with electric 
lines over them. I walked inside—and there before me, and I almost collapsed with 
relief, was a map with a you-are-here star. I was, I saw, on the German border, but 
the wrong one… and, of course, I had no visa for East Germany. 
There was a town on the map near what was clearly the West German border: 
“Cheb,” I shouted to the man behind the little ticket window, the only other person 
in the station. 
He frowned, then motioned me toward him, then kept motioning as I stood 
outside his window with nowhere forward to go. Finally understanding, I reached 
into my wallet and started shoving money towards him. He took some of it, 
pushed the rest back at me along with a ticket, and then ran outside. I followed, 
dubious but without any real option. We jumped across one set of tracks after an-
other. 
A little electric train was heading out, almost already past the little station on 
one of the farther tracks. He flagged it down and motioned me aboard. 
There were simply bench seats in the open car I entered, occupied by what 
were clearly multiple generations of one family. They were what I then would 
have called “gypsies,” what I would now refer to as “Roma.” Relaxed and enjoy-
ing themselves, they passed around food and drink, sometimes looking at me and 
commenting to each other. 
The oldest woman, who had a kerchief over her hair and a scarf pulled over 
multiple layers of clothing, got up, walked down, and sat next to me. She talked to 
me, but got nothing out of me, for I could understand nothing she said. Finally, she 
asked me a question. I understood, I thought, one word of it, something that 
sounded like “Rouski.” Was she asking if I were a Russian? I answered, “No, 
American.” 
Everyone laughed, she the loudest. I did, too. Great fun, this. She rubbed 
thumb and forefinger together and said, “American? Gelt? Gelt!” This, it seemed, 
was also hysterical. Again, I joined in. “Keine gelt,” I said, between guffaws. 
She clearly didn’t believe me and laughed more, along with everyone else 
(me included). After a time, I was able to mollify her through a handful of the 
Marlboro cigarettes I had been hoarding. She secreted them somewhere and re-
turned to where she had been sitting. One of the younger men then came over, on 
her instruction, and handed me a number of curious cigarettes with long tubes and 
not much tobacco. Strong stuff: he showed me how to pinch the tube so I wouldn’t 
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draw too much and continue the choking that had been nearly doubling me for-
ward since my first try. And amid another round of furious laughter. 
Cheb arrived about dusk, or we to it. At another ticket window, I asked 
which way the border was. A curious look preceded a reluctant finger, and I turned 
to walk that direction in a light rain. 
The road did take me out of town (I remembered from that map in the earlier 
station that Cheb wasn’t on the border, simply near it). After a time, though, I be-
gan to wonder if I were headed at all in the right direction. 
I had left the town behind and was coming upon a village. A couple of boys 
saw me and ran up to me and stared. I asked them where "die grenze" was and 
they ran away. Walking on, I was startled to see them returning, pulling along an 
older man amidst a much larger and loud group of children. 
The man approached and spoke. Again, I understood not a word. He tried 
again, in what was clearly another language. I shook my head, pointed at myself, 
and said, "American." Again, as on the train, pandemonium. 
The kids just loved this, for they too, apparently, had decided I was Russian. 
The man, after some confusion trying to communicate, pointed me down another 
road. 
It looked promising at first but then it got smaller as the sky got darker and 
the rain heavier, then it became a path, then ended at a gate with a not-so-friendly 
German Shepherd eyeing me from the other side. 
Across a field, maybe a mile away, I could see another road, a lighted road 
heading to a group of buildings. A road with cars on it. 
The wet crop I pushed my way through, whatever it was (it certainly wasn't 
corn; it could have been wheat), soaked what little of me wasn’t wet already by the 
time I had crossed through it. Cars were passing by, some with German plates. 
Good. Likely, they were heading to or from the border. But which way? One di-
rection was dark, into woods. The other would head me towards those buildings I 
had spotted. 
I chose the buildings. That way seemed easier, at least. Near them, however, 
was a little sign. 
“Cheb.” 
Two hours or more, and I had made a circle. 
Logic now said to me, “Go the other way.” 
So, I walked back and beyond. And tried to hitchhike. And walked. Forever, 
or so it was starting to seem. 
***** 
At one point, a huge noise came from the woods to my right, and a dog as big 
as a Mack truck came bounding towards me, attached to a uniformed giant with a 
weapon larger than he. I stopped. Petrified. 
He motioned for my papers. I handed them over, shaking, along with a few 
more of my Marlboros. He grunted, shrank to human size and an age not far re-
moved from mine, took the cigarettes, handed me back my passport, and motioned 
for me to go on. 
Now I knew, at least, that I was likely headed in the right direction. 
Aside from that, everything was starting to get... I don't know... surreal. It 
was as though I was there, but not. The soldier disappeared back up his hill, dog at 
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his heel. I continued down the road trying not to consider anything but the steps 
right in front of me. 
Walking on, no cars stopped. Walking on, and on, thinking little, just listen-
ing to the squish of my wet shoes, and suddenly a different sound came from be-
hind—a tractor. I didn’t bother to thumb, but it stopped. The driver, perhaps my 
age, motioned me up behind him. 
The noise of the engine was too loud for conversation, but he talked to me 
anyway, keeping up a steady monologue in a language I wouldn't have understood 
even if I could have heard him while I sat backwards looking out at the road be-
hind us, no longer wondering much about anything, just tired, feeling the vibra-
tions from the motor and the road, letting them enveloped me. 
Finally, we came to a stop. I climbed down to find one of those guard sta-
tions straight out of a spy movie, a movable barrier and a phone-booth sized sta-
tion—this one with an actual phone. 
My driver turned his tractor around and waved at me. As I waved back, I 
wondered why he had brought me so far. He certainly had no reason for doing so. 
He chugged off and I walked over to the man in the booth. 
In the distance, about 100 meters up the slight hill we were at the bottom of, I 
could see the lights of the real border. Might just make it out, I thought, eyes on 
them. 
For some reason, though, that didn't seem to matter so much now that the end 
was in sight. I just wanted to sleep. Right there, if I had to. 
The guard took my passport and picked up his phone while flicking through 
pages and then reading from it into the mouthpiece. After listening for a moment, 
he raised his voice and gestured (as best he could, in that confined space), and then 
waited again. Then talked once more, raising his voice again. 
Finally, someone on the other end must have given him satisfaction. He 
handed back my passport and motioned me towards the border. 
Waking myself up (I was half asleep, standing) and walking up, I handed my 
passport to the first guard I saw. He took it and pantomimed for me to wait. I 
asked where I could change my Czech currency. He dismissed the need, said 
“souvenir,” and disappeared into a building. Cars came and went, both directions, 
but he did not return for me. I stood under an awning like that of a gas station and 
watched the other guards check papers and wave cars on. 
I got the feeling that all of the guards were keeping their eyes on me as sur-
reptitiously as possible. Each one would get extremely busy each time I looked in 
his direction. 
After some time, I got tired of simply standing there. Beyond me, across a 
couple of lanes of cars lined up, there was something of what was obviously a gift 
shop, bright and with shelves of cheap geegaws and a bored clerk keeping his eye 
on the customers. I was cold and wet and it looked dry, maybe even warm. So I 
went inside, walking carefully in case it turned out the guards wanted me to stay 
where I was. The guards, still pretending not to, watched me the whole way. 
Some guy, a little older than my sixteen years, perhaps college age and with 
that fresh college look that was already somewhat out of style—unless you were 
being 'clean for Gene'—but with hair long enough to make it clear to me that he 
wasn’t military, was talking to a German couple, trying to exchange money with 
them. What struck me was that his German was worse than mine—and I could 
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only speak a few phrases. What I noticed, too, was his accent—certainly Ameri-
can. 
***** 
Standing there, I felt like I was underwater. Certainly, I was wet enough, but 
there also seemed an extra thick barrier between me and everything else, between 
the sounds I was hearing and my ears. I wanted to speak, but I was afraid of what 
it would sound like. 
Finally, I managed to, shamed into it, I guess, once the three had noticed I 
was watching them. 
It would have been hard for them not to, my having stopped just feet from 
them. “I know they say you can’t take the money out," I said to the young man in 
English, "but they just told me to keep mine.” 
He looked over at me, in astonishment. 
But I had expected that. I knew I looked a mess and, anyway, I could hardly 
keep my eyes open. 
What I was not prepared for was that everyone at the whole crossing stopped 
what they were doing right as my words dropped to the floor. Even outside. 
Nothing moved. Every guard in sight was watching us, cars were no longer 
waved through. 
Under water? Maybe not, but certainly I was in a fishbowl. 
The German couple sidled away. The other American looked at me, non-
plussed. I just wanted to collapse but stayed on my feet. This strange situation was 
making me more tired than I already was, physically draining me. Emotionally, I 
think I had already shut down. 
We stood like that for a few minutes.  
Finally, and slowly, we took on mutual looks of question, not moving any-
thing but our eyes, as still as the rest of the tableaux we centered. 
He spoke first. 
“You’re an American, too.” 
Brilliant. I nodded. But I didn't seem able to speak again. 
“They seem to be interested that you spoke to me.” 
I nodded again. 
“Well, got any idea why?” 
I shook my head. 
“Look,” he said, slowly lifting an arm and pointing, “let’s go over there and 
sit down, get out of the limelight.” He hesitated, "If that's possible. 
But we did, moving slowly, everyone watching our every step. 
***** 
It had been a strange and lonely day so far, to say the least, packed with un-
expected events under a dark cloud of emotions that never seemed to stop its 
threating pose, a cloud that had formed through the days of a rather painful and 
lonely week. Less than a week. 
Just five nights ago, I had been in that bar in Munich about to be initiated in-
to that comradeship of what was then a silent victimhood of rape survivors. I 
fought that off, even during the following days, insisting to myself that I was not a 
victim and was moving on—once I got clean. But the knowledge and the feelings 
were ever there. 
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Nothing helped. But there was a new wall around me now and I didn't be-
lieve i could fight that, too. 
We sat down. The clock above the head of the gift-shop clerk said it was just 
about midnight. 
 
One of the skills I was picking up that summer was the ability to sit and wait. 
That proved useful that night and many, many days and nights afterward. I’ve 
waited eight or twelve hours or more for African bush taxis to leave, have stood on 
more highways hoping for a ride than I can possibly count, have sat in airports 
while flight after flight was cancelled and I had nowhere to go, and have rested on 
train-station benches for trains that might never come through. I can still sleep 
sitting up and had quickly learned not to bother to complain. 






August 8, 1968: Getting to Germany, Again—
Differently 
 
If I were not already an alcoholic, this day surely dropped me into alcohol 
dependency. It was my first really big drunk, probably my first blackout. I can’t 
blame what had been happening to me for my drinking, but I do know that I was 
not emotionally equipped to deal with any of it.  
My upbringing had assumed a steady course of life, not one beset by disaster 




The other American I had encountered there at the border between Czecho-
slovakia and Germany just before midnight the day before this in 1968, I discov-
ered, was 21, five years older than I. From Florida, he was a George Romney Re-
publican and an avid follower of politics. “Did you know that the balloting is go-
ing on tonight in Miami?” No, I did not. “Nixon will get it, but maybe he’ll pick 
Romney for VP.” I didn’t really care. Where we were, it didn't matter. McCarthy 
was my candidate, anyway—but I didn’t say that, simply forestalling questions by 
saying that I had walked from Cheb and had needed to be out of the country by 
midnight—or so my visa said. 
Looking at me strangely, he told me he had walked from Cheb as well. And 
he had already been waiting there at the border for some hours when I had arrived. 
“Don’t know what they’re doing. Don’t know why they won’t let me through. 
Though, I suspect, that with two of us, now, they are going to do it for even long-
er.” 
And they did. We sat on our bench and he fiddled with the dial on his 
shortwave radio, trying to get Armed Forces coverage of the convention. Some-
times he did, but it seemed to constantly creep away. 
We talked a little, but I was too tired and the eyes of the guards, which pivot-
ed to us each time one of us broke the silence, inhibited conversation. 
I don’t know how long it was before they finally gave us our passports and 
told us to walk on into West Germany. And I have no idea what they were doing 
all the time they kept us there. There had been reports, I had heard them before 
going to Prague, from Russian sources of caches of American arms found near the 
West German border. Maybe the Czechs thought we were soldiers, going back 
after sneaking things across. Maybe they searched the whole area. I don’t know. I 
didn't think about it, not then. I only wondered if they were going to let us go or if 
this saga were going to struggle to some other end. 
***** 
Like most true stories, this one ended with the air being let out of its tires, 
and too long after its engine had already stalled. 
There was to be no dramatic exit from Czechoslovakia, though my new com-
panion tried to concoct one. 
After our hours of just sitting there and occasionally trying to talk, one of the 
guards nonchalantly walked over to us, placing a passport in each lap and motion-
ing for us to leave. We got up, a little surprised, as he herded us outside. 
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No one, we noticed, was paying any attention to us any longer. Our escort 
even seemed bored with us, wanting us on our way as quickly as possible so that 
he could get on to other, more important duties. 
There were no longer any cars going through the crossing; there was no 
longer any hustle and bustle. Everyone seemed to be yawning, trying to stay 
awake, even the German guards we were walking toward. 
There was a line across the road, marking the actual border. Jumping across 
it, my companion suddenly bent down and kissed the ground, yelling “frei, frei.” 
That jolted me awake. 
I grabbed him by the arm and hurried him forward, muttering, "Come on, 
come on." He got a few dirty looks from the Czechs I saw, glancing back. The 
German guards remained poker-faced and simply reached out hands for our pass-
ports. I felt ridiculous but said nothing. 
The tiny train station in the little town of Schirnding was locked, but a little 
before dawn a man arrived and, in perfect English, told us there would be a train 
for Nuremberg along shortly. He didn't even try another language; somehow, he 
knew what we were. As he unlocked the door to the station, he told us he had been 
in the SS during the war but had been captured early on and had spent most of it in 
a prisoner-of-war camp in South Carolina. He had waited on tables for the Ameri-
can officers’ mess, quickly picking up English. He invited us inside, sold us tick-
ets, and invited us to sit and relax until the train came. With nothing else to do, he 
regaled us with stories about his years incarcerated in the US. We listened, but I 
doubt either of us heard much. 
When the station master finally stopped, the Floridian again took out his 
small radio and tinkered with it. A few minutes before the train arrived, he finally 
found that Armed Forces station broadcasting the Republican convention. The 
voting was going on, just beginning, or so I think I remember. “The great state of 
Alabama casts however many votes for the next President of the United States, 
Richard Nixon.” That sort of thing. Lots of cheers and noise-makers. 
I kept my mouth shut, not wanting to get involved in a political discussion, 
not then. I couldn’t imagine how anyone of our ages could be a Republican and 
wasn’t particularly interested in finding out. Especially from one who professed 
support for Romney but who was perfectly willing, obviously, to switch allegiance 
to Nixon. 
***** 
After watching, at just that moment, up close what I was listening to from 
afar, Norman Mailer would sum up what I was feeling about Republican attitudes 
toward American politics as I contemplated my companion as we got on the train: 
There was slyness in the air, and patience, confidence of the win—a 
mood was building which could rise to a wave: if there was nihilism on 
the Left, there were dreams of extermination on the Right…. There would 
be talk of new order before too long.  
I could see that this was my companion’s belief through the cut of his hair, 
his buttoned-down madras shirt, his chinos. I had been living with the same styles 
since my family’s move to Michigan two years earlier but was no closer to under-
standing them now than I had been, then.  
But I knew them enough to fear them. 
On the train, reception died. But Nuremberg wasn’t really that far away. 
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Just as we got off, they were announcing that Nixon was over the top, that he 
had the nomination. We walked silently into the town. We had known at first 
glance that neither would agree with the other's political leanings, so we let that 
discussion lie fallow as we tended the field of our own survival. 
As soon as I could, anyway, I ditched that Floridian. Or he ditched me. I 
didn’t want to hear anything more on the radio about Republican chances for re-
gaining the presidency and he wasn’t likely to turn it off. I still didn’t feel like 
arguing. I’d done way too much of that during the winter and spring. 
Instead, I found a couple of guys who looked more like me (scruffy, hair al-
most to their shoulders—one Italian, one Canadian), pooled my remaining ready 
cash with them (all that wasn’t in traveler’s checks), bought a liter of gin and a 
bottle of mixer, and climbed to the castle, where we sat, passing the two bottles 
back and forth until, well, memory blurs most of that “until.” 
At some point, I walked over to the youth hostel, which had a much more le-
nient attitude than did the one in Munich and, I think, an 11 P.M. curfew—later 
than most. I registered. 
Back where we’d been sitting, the two I’d been drinking with had turned into 
a crowd, with new bottles appearing regularly. 
I was home. 
 
This, and the one before it, is another of the posts I wrote prior to embarking 
on this project. I had no idea if I could pull it off, so wanted to see what I could do 
with the most significant days and if I could actually put together a timeline of my 
activities. Using Nixon’s nomination as an anchor, I was able to work back and a 







August 9, 1968: Nuremberg 
 
“Nuremberg” was a name carrying baggage for the baby boomers. We had 
been raised in the shadow of World War II and judged almost everything by what 
we knew of it. Though I was not from one of the large urban areas where most 
Holocaust survivors had settled, I had grown up knowing some slightly and had 
gone to school with some of their children.  
“Nuremberg,” to my generation, meant the triumph of responsibility. 
To my father, it was something more. It was manifestation of the magical 
land one set of his great-grandparents had emigrated from; it was the best of 
Germany and its most beautiful. He hated that the city had been destroyed in bat-
tle at the end of the war and had enfolded that into his hatred of war developed as 
a soldier fighting in the Philippines. I had long wanted to see it in part because my 
father wouldn’t go back but in part because of the trials that had taken place there 
after the war and because of its renowned beauty. 
 
What do I recall about Nuremberg from the day I spent there fifty years ago, 
this day? 
Not a whole lot, frankly. When I had arrived the day before I was exhaust-
ed—and spent most of the time in town getting as drunk as I could. This day in 
1968, I wanted to be a tourist, but I was one with a hangover so too little of what I 
saw sank in. 
I had saved a bit of money over the past few days. Prague had been quite 
cheap, even adding train fares. I'd spent less than half of my $3-a-day budget so 
had a little extra if I needed to pay admission to a museum or two. 
Nuremberg had been my father's favorite city when he had spent the summer 
in Germany in 1937. We had not visited it, however, in 1965 when travelling 
through Europe on our way home from a year in Thailand. My father knew it had 
been rebuilt on old lines after the war, but he didn't want anything to overlay the 
memories he still cherished. I wanted to see it now not only because my father had 
loved it but because I had watched Stanley Kramer's film Judgment at Nuremberg 
and knew something about the trials. I was fascinated by them. 
I know I walked by some of the courthouses used for the trials, but my 
memory of them is hazy. I did not try to go in and don't know if I could have. I 
think I recall that their appearance was unimpressive. Also hazy is memory of a 
memorial to the Holocaust. What I do recall is a stretch of marble wall with barbed 
wire coiled on top and, etched in the wall, German words that would translate to 
"Lest We Forget." I was rather appalled, for I suspected that this had been placed 
by Americans and not Germans, something I found rather sanctimonious. Today, I 
have no idea if such a thing even existed or if I concocted it from memories of 
other things.  
I remembered, one way or another.  
I had known people in our Quaker meetings with numbers tattooed along 
their wrists. Nuremberg was a solemn place to me, but I did not think gratuitous 





One museum I did pay to go into featured a dungeon complete with torture 
chamber and devices. I had quite a good time; the place put my own small travails 
into a better perspective. And, unlike reminders of the Holocaust, these could be 
fun in a gruesome sort of way, for they were relics of a distant past, not of horrors 
committed only a few short years before I was born. 
Germany had changed since the war, part of the reason my father had wanted 
to take us there in 1965 just as it was part of the reason he didn't really want to go. 
One of my favorite movies of that time was a tale of wartime Germany called The 
Counterfeit Traitor. It showed the horrors of the Third Reich to my generation and 
I recalled it vividly, though I had only seen it once.  
When I looked at the Germans around me and thought how many of these 
innocuous-seeming people had been involved in one of the most repulsive regimes 
of the century, I also thought about my own country. People were the same every-
where; it could happen here—back in the States, that is. It had, in Germany. It very 
well might, back home. 
Be that as it may (with whatever coloring the present day has on my memo-
ries), what I remember most of the town are small cobblestone streets up and down 
hills and the massive castle set on a huge rock outcropping. The youth hostel was 
right close by and we had spent our evening the day before drinking while sitting 
on the rock. 
There seemed to be more and poorer young travelers in Nuremberg than an-
ywhere I had been, and much more of a party atmosphere. The youth hostel had a 
reputation as one of the more lenient and friendly and there were a few other cheap 
places to stay, so the town had become something of a mecca for people my age. 
I don't remember who I was with this day, fifty years ago, but I doubt I was 
wandering around alone all day. It was easy to pick up companions for almost 
anything one wanted to do, from eating, going to a museum or just for a walk, or 
for embarking on a major bender. I vaguely remember looking for those locations 
of the Nuremberg trials along with someone else and do think I was not alone as I 
made my way along the torture exhibits, but I am not completely sure. I do know 
that I walked many of the streets alone, wondering just where my father had been 
and how much of what I was seeing had actually been there 31 years before and 
how much was reconstruction. At one museum, I did find a photographic exhibit 
about restoring the town. I spent a long time looking at the before and after pic-
tures and thinking about my father. 
He had been 13 during his summer in Germany, and also without his par-
ents—though he was in a chaperoned group (of which he was by far the youngest) 
throughout. They had been taken to a Nazi rally in Nuremberg and he still had a 
picture he had taken of Germans with arms raised in the Nazi salute. I wanted to 
find that picture for inclusion here, but have not been able to locate it, though I am 
sure I still have it, somewhere. 
As a result of his time in Germany, my father was assigned to the Pacific 
Theater in World War II, where he served as a fighter-control radioman for the 
Army Air Corps and was involved in fighting on the ground during the battle on 
Leyte Island in the Philippines in late 1944. The army was careful to keep people 
with German connections out of the fighting in Europe and those with Japanese 
connections away from the Pacific. 
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Probably just to follow his example and keep old memories pure, I did not 
visit Rothenburg during my time in Germany. I had loved its famous clock as a 
13-year-old and decided I would savor that rather than chancing being disappoint-
ed as a somewhat older visitor. I certainly could have visited there, for it is only 
100 km from Nuremberg and is on one route to Würzburg, which would prove to 
be my next stop. 
At some point during the day, I traded away my Ayn Rand volume—good 
riddance—but kept The Sane Society which I had not finished and suspected I 
would want to read again. Maybe it was the arrogance of my own sixteen years, 
but Rand never rose above the incredibly adolescent, written for people much 
younger than I—just like Salinger's The Catcher in the Rye had been, in my esti-
mation. By now, I was priding myself on adult tastes and sensibilities, a common 
bit of teen self-flattery. 
But I was too young to know that.  
My distaste for Rand, though, never diminished as I grew older and more 
discerning. 
That evening? I have no memory at all of it. Though I doubt I drank as much 
as I had the night before, I am sure the evening was not one of abstinence and 
know that it ended not far into the night—for I do know that I was up and on the 
road the next morning, up early and ready to move on. 
 
The history of World War II was always with those of us born within the dec-
ade after all. Because of that, much more history was, too. And the past, even as 
we tried to shrug it off, remained important to us. This day, August 9, is also the 
anniversary of the dropping of the second wartime atomic bomb, this one on Na-
gasaki. My father was on Oahu in Hawaii this day in 1945, awaiting the invasion 
of Japan, in which he was to participate. That invasion never happened, of course. 
Many say it was avoided because of the atomic bombs though others argue (and I 
tend to agree from my reading of history) that Japan was collapsing and likely to 






August 10, 1968: Evening Out 
 
When I was in college, I doubted I would live to forty. I was too much the 
fool and, as a drunk, too exposed to my own idiocy. I marveled at my luck—still 
do—to have made it as far as I had, and have. I have learned, though, not to be 
proud of survival: those who make it through are rarely the very best. And, well, 
“through” never really comes for any of us, unless it means “death.” 
 
By the time I reached Würzburg, where the youth hostel sat on a hill across 
the river, looking down on the town, I was probably as experienced as hitchhiker 
as anyone on the road, though I'd hardly been doing it, in Europe by this day in 
1968, for more than a couple of weeks. 
You learn quickly, when engaged in that sort of activity, or you stop and do 
something else. 
I had a nice, relaxing time in Würzburg, though I never went inside any of 
the tourist attractions. I could see the buildings and the river, and that was enough. 
After all, the beer was good. And cheap. 
There were many fewer young travelers there than there had been in Nurem-
berg and none of the party atmosphere. I took advantage, while I was there, of the 
quiet to try to get myself back together. I had felt, on leaving Nuremberg, that I 
was falling apart, making a complete mess of everything I was doing. I needed a 
chance to figure things out and rectify my course—and Würzburg proved to be 
just the quiet place I thought I needed. 
Mostly, I remember sitting above the river looking down on the town on the 
other side. I think I must have done so for hours, that one full day I spent in the 
town. There was something calming about the view. 
Though, if you had asked me at the time, I would have told you I was think-
ing about nothing, thinking I surely was. I had just been through a week of crisis 
with no one to turn to for extricating me.  
At nine years old, when the family car rolled, my father, with blood stream-
ing down his face and onto his glasses, had instructed my brother and me to get 
out of the car and move away from it while he helped our mother, who was hold-
ing the baby, get her seatbelt undone. Even when, on reaching the top of the in-
cline we had toppled down, I heard people saying things like "The man is dead" 
and "No, the woman is dead," I had faith that I was being taken care of, knowing 
they were wrong, that my father had the situation under control.  
When, at eleven, my ankles had been run over by a jeep, I jumped up in hor-
ror, running toward the observers yelling "I'm dead, I'm dead." That was the last 
time I walked for six weeks—but I had quickly realized there were people who 
would take care of me. At 14, when I put an ax into my foot, almost severing my 
little toe, I simply yelled to Mary Autry, whose house I was by, that I had hurt 
myself. She drove me to the doctor and made sure I was bandaged. I didn’t have to 
do anything myself. Something similar had happened when, a few years earlier, I 
was stung on the back of the head dozens of times by wasps. Now, however, I was 
faced with the reality of isolation, of having no one to turn to but myself. 
Though I didn't really recognize it at the time, this is what angered me so on 
reading Ayn Rand: She reveled, in Anthem, in the sort of isolation I was experi-
encing, believing that one is freest when there is no one to help you, when you 
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have the pleasure of doing it all on your own. Thing is, as I had been learning, that 
only works when you are a superman or superwoman—and that's nothing but fan-
tasy, just like her book (her books, as I would eventually learn). We only survive 
on our own if we are incredibly lucky, not because we are particularly able or 
adept. And individual survival means nothing unless we can share both the luck 
and the experience. I knew this, paradoxically, because there were now things I 
felt I could never share. 
Sitting above the Main River, watching it flow by a town which looked like 
it, itself, had been sitting stable beside it forever, I thought about my own luck. On 
the whole, I decided, it was good. Not good because of stupid maxims such as 
'whatever doesn't kill me makes me stronger' but good because I had survived. No 
more, no less. Good because, while I could feel the pain and it had taken days for 
me to start feeling clean, I could now sit and watch and anticipate and, oddly 
enough, feel peace. I liked smoking cigarettes; I liked drinking. I liked talking and 
arguing at cafe tables or youth-hostel breakfast benches. I liked reading and music. 
All of these, I could look forward to more of. But I certainly wasn't stronger than I 
had been before. Only a little different. 
The past week had been one of incredible highs and lows, with the lows 
dominating. Now, I was taking the opportunity, though I didn't know that was 
what I was doing, to even things out, to calm the waters within me and move for-
ward—not changed, but with a bit more equanimity. 
One of the things that life on the road teaches you is patience. Not patience as 
we normally see it, but a patience born of that equanimity I had gained, or perhaps 
vice versa. I could worry, even panic, and act as foolishly as ever. But with some-
thing added, a certain acceptance, yes, but certainly not new strength. I was as 
weak and foolish as even—and knew it. 
22 years after this, 22 years almost to the day after the rape, I was chased by 
an elephant in Africa and could have been killed. While it was behind me, when I 
couldn't tell if it was gaining on me, I decided to yell. The howl I heard so horri-
fied me that I clipped it off. Just then, I felt my feet slipping from under me in the 
wet beanfield I had been sprinting across. As I went down, I turned so that I could 
see the elephant, reasoning I'd rather see my fate than not. 
The elephant, though, stopped once I was defeated and looked at me from 
some ten meters away, swinging its head back and forth. I remember thinking to it, 
'It's your move, elephant.' Yet, when it did turn, facing slightly away from me, I 
grabbed the opportunity. I got up and ran again, in the direction opposite to the one 
it was now facing. 
Back in Würzburg, too, I had recognized that much was out of my control. 
But I also saw there were still chances worth taking—even though failure is al-
ways an option and, likely, the reality. 
Survival happens, but it is not something to be proud of. It’s just luck. 
 
Ayn Rand still infuriates me. I can’t imagine anyone making it to adulthood 
seriously maintaining her beliefs. Over the years, I have read her other books and 
have even written about her beliefs. Nothing I’ve discovered has moved me from 
my initial and negative reaction, on the road to Linz (the hometown of Adolph 
Hitler—a slight irony I was aware of even then). If anything, my antipathy has 
strengthened. We are apples floating down a stream, nothing more. 
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August 12, 1968: Cheap Thrills 
 
We create myths. Janis Joplin created herself and we took what she offered 
and ran. In a way, she was the perfect emblem for the sixties, tragic even before 
tragedy struck, independent and yet needy. As we tend to do, we promoted her 
from entertainer to goddess, forgetting that she was out there for us, and not the 
other way around. I still love the music she created, little enough of it, though, that 
there is. And I still wish that she could have been one of the lucky ones, the survi-
vors. 
 
Of course, I had heard of Janis Joplin by this date in 1968. Her Monterey 
Pop performances a year earlier were already legendary. But I didn't know her 
music at all well. Few of us did. I think all I knew of her was her version of the 
song "Down on Me" that was on the first Big Brother and the Holding Company 
album. Though "Down on Me" had impressed me, for some reason or other I had-
n't pursued Joplin's music, hadn't tried to hear more. 
That was, not surprisingly (from today's perspective), about to change: 
Cheap Thrills was released this day in 1968. By the end of the year, the singer 
would simply be "Janis." And another female vocalist would have been added to 
my pantheon, one that already included Bessie Smith, Ella Fitzgerald, Billie Holi-
day, Lotte Lenya and Edith Piaf. Because I was wandering around West Germany, 
I wouldn't hear Cheap Thrills for another month; I doubt there has been a similar 
period since when a song of hers didn't at least cross my mind. 
Janis was good, that good. 
The rest of the band? Who cared. 
On Cheap Thrills, Big Brother and the Holding Company sounds like a not-
very-proficient garage band, not the backup for the most original and powerful 
female vocalist outside of jazz since Bessie Smith. But that may have even been an 
asset. Strangely enough, their mediocrity contrasted her brilliance in a way that 
made her sound even better. They were raw, plain and simple, and lacking in tal-
ent and originality, while she had cultivated and mastered a raw sound, something 
quite different, a delivery that seemed ripped from gasping lungs but that was, at 
the same time, clearly the deliberate creation of a remarkable and careful talent. 
The contrast between her and a band that didn't seem to have any idea what they 
were backing was striking from first hearing. And also electrifying. 
The almost amateur nature of her backing musicians also emphasized the 
fragility that, again, strangely enough powered her singing. This was, at careless 
listen, no polished professional voice; it shouted out, though (if you paid atten-
tion), that it most certainly was professional. Janis was no accident. 
There is a real talent in front of us, the band members must have thought, 
even if we can't rise to it, one that will shine no matter what we do. 
Let me be blunt: Except for Janis, Cheap Thrills is a terrible album. The parts 
that include her singing, however, are musical nirvana. 
There was, of course, one other bit of brilliance about the album, and that 
was the cover art by R. Crumb, creator of Zap Comix. The square foot or so of 
album cover was about to become a major art form for the young and the contribu-
tion of Crumb was a major step in that direction. We were already all beholding 
rigid cardboard covers and scouring them, reading every word on them. Inspired 
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by this one or that one, we would be looking at them even more closely as we lis-
tened to the music. The covers became part of the music, tied to it to the extent 
that when, a couple of years later, the Beatles would release an album with nothing 
on its cover but white, it would immediately and forever be known as "the white 
album." 
Let me jump ahead six weeks from this day in 1968: At the moment I first 
heard Cheap Thrills, I was in the process of becoming enamored of dive bars. 
Some of that was moth-to-flame, for it had been a dive that had gotten me into 
such trouble in Munich. But sawdust on floors, wobbly pool tables, jukeboxes with 
blown speakers, and dime draft beers were becoming signs of comfort to me and 
warmed me so once I was back in the United States. These objects became sensa-
tions of home—ask a drunk and they will tell you what I mean, though the details 
for each are going to be different—and of the much desired alcohol. 
When I first heard "Combination of the Two" ("We're gonna knock you, rock 
you, sock it to you now") and "Turtle Blues," I was drawn to them not only by the 
power of Janis's vocals but by their openings, which sounded, to me, like the noise 
of a cheap bar with a band about to start playing. That made me feel easy, com-
fortable; this music was from my world. But there was something more. Take 
these lines, a couple of verses in from the start of "Turtle Blues": 
But you know I'm very well protected; 
I know this goddamn life too well. 
Uh, exactly. As a Quaker might say, "Friend speaks my mind."  
Janis was singing my blues. 
My heightened awareness of my own vulnerability, something that had be-
gun back there in Munich, had itself become something of a shell. Hers, too. 
And there was her version of "Summertime." I knew the song well, of course. 
Almost every American did. "Porgy and Bess" had been part of our culture since 
the 1930s, and "Summertime" the most famous of its songs, recorded by the likes 
of Billie Holiday and many others. But I had never heard anything like Joplin's 
version. Here, she made DuBose Hayward's lyrics rise within me, perhaps more 
than they ever had before, as George Gershwin's tune lifted Janis's own spreading 
wings: 
You're going to rise up singing. 
Then you'll spread your wings 
Only now, after my experiences during the summer of 1968, did I understand 
the optimism of those lines, and my privilege—privilege denied the singer, the 
very lack of it making the song so incredibly sad. 
Still, perhaps my favorite song from the album—many people's favorite—is 
"Piece of My Heart." Joplin's rendition of it is a tour de force. The song had al-
ready been a success, the original recording by Erma Franklin (Aretha's older sis-
ter) having even earned a Grammy nomination. However, for most of America, it 
was Janis's take on the song that darted to our souls. 
For many of us, that song is Janis, still. 
 
Human resilience astonishes me. In many respects, after a harrowing week, I 
was back on the track I was on before getting back to Munich. Maybe that was 
simply denial, maybe a necessary restoration of a sense of balance. I don’t know. 
Anyhow, I felt no different that I had felt before. I still wanted to talk with people; I 
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still wanted music; I still wanted to read. If anyone had known what had happened 
to me and had asked me how I could be so cavalier, I suspect I would have 






August 15, 1968: American Soldiers 
 
Not only because of the soldiers I met in Germany but because of others, ex-
soldiers I would become friendly with in the antiwar movement, people of my fa-
ther’s generation, and friends who went into the military when I went to college, I 
have always bristled at the way the right has successfully painted attitudes of the 
left toward members of the American military. We never hated them but welcomed 
them. We never saw them as ‘baby killers’ but as babies made to kill. 
 
There’s a lot that I don’t remember about the few weeks at the middle of Au-
gust in 1968, and not simply because of alcohol—though I am certain that had 
something to do with it. There was also a great deal of repetition, standing beside 
similar roads awaiting rides to towns with youth hostels much like the last one. I 
do know that I first made my way from Nuremburg to Würzburg, where I remem-
ber, as I recounted a few days ago, looking down over the town and a river from 
above and wondering what to do with myself besides visiting churches (which 
charged no admission) and moving on. But not all of my memories of the next 
weeks are so clear. 
At some point, I do remember, I had decided I'd just see where life might 
take me, as long as I kept angling toward Brussels and the charter flight scheduled 
to take me home at the end of the month. Between now and then? Let it happen. 
Soon, I was in Frankfurt, and I do remember this, where I spent most of a day 
staring at penguins in the zoo. For some reason, they fascinated me as soon as I 
saw them; I couldn't get enough of them. Diving, popping out of the water, shak-
ing themselves off, waddling to and past each other, eating (I think I saw two feed-
ings), and even sleeping. The monotony, the repetition: these comforted me and 
even made me smile. Plus, the birds themselves, by virtue of their build, gave end-
less amusement. 
At one point (and for no reason that I can fathom) I arrived at a town called 
Idar-Oberstein near Baumholder, which had an American base. At one of the bars 
there, I met a bunch of American GIs not much older than I was. They were bored 
with their posting and looking for diversion. Alcohol and strangers provided it. I 
was a little ahead of myself in terms of my budget so was trying to husband my 
cash. They bought round after round with pleasure, and even food, so I stuck with 
them. 
Besides, I immediately liked them. Sure, I was completely against the Vi-
etnam War, but I had no problem with soldiers (after all, my father and both 
grandfathers had served in combat). And these guys weren't the ones who had 
started it, just the ones forced to suffer it. They all felt lucky not to be in Southeast 
Asia, though they all knew they could end up there. They liked the same music I 
did, knew the same television shows and movies, yearned for the same sort of 
friendship, hated the high schools they had gone to as much as I did mine, and 
much more. 
The divide that soon would be artificially created (mainly by right-wing 
zealots) between the soldiers and the left didn't yet exist—at least, not for me. 




We were drinking, at one point (they were still paying, for the most part), in 
a rather scuzzy join when I put a 10-phennig piece in a slot machine and hit the 
jackpot. The cascade of small coins added up, I think, to about the equivalent of 
ten dollars.  
I was suddenly back on track, financially.  
Still, that night, and not for the first time (though whether or not this is true I 
am not sure—I just think it wasn't the first time), I burrowed into a haystack in the 
classic hobo manner, my new-found riches squirreled in my pockets. 
Have you ever tried to clean yourself up with no water after sleeping in the 
hay? It's no small matter. Bits are in your clothes and hair and everywhere. It takes 
patience to make yourself presentable. I doubt I did a very good job the next morn-
ing, but I don't think I cared all that much by that point. 
That day after wandering around the village a bit, I met up with a couple of 
the soldiers again. After drinking well into the new night, having found out where 
I'd slept the night before, they spirited me onto the base, where I showered and 
slept for a few hours before sneaking back out and hitching up to my next stop in 
the bright sun of the early morning. 
I was fascinated by the barracks while I was there—it was like no place I had 
ever seen—and by the lives of my new friends. The Army was in the middle of 
instituting a new ranking system to replace the traditional private-corporal-
sergeant model and they were all trying to figure it out, making jokes about it all 
the while. They were, as I said, happy to be in Germany and not in Vietnam but 
were philosophical about the future, expecting the worst but hoping for the best—
remaining in Germany. None of them seemed to know what they would be doing 
once they were out of the service, though one or two of them were approaching 
their times of discharge. They would just shrug about the future.  
I felt the same way. 
Like me, I suppose, they were lost souls, though stuck in the belly of Uncle 
Sam—something I could not really comprehend, for the greatest restraints I had 
ever felt were lackadaisical parents and clueless schools. They cared nothing for 
politics or patriotism or the causes of the war. Their interests, from what they said, 
were in girls and families back home and in having as good a time as possible in 
an isolating situation. They had none of the tough attitude celebrated for the mili-
tary today; they were just draftees doing their duty. Kind and willing, they all 
would have rathered be someplace else. 
All they really had, there in Germany, was each other. I suspect the Army 
meant it to be that way, for that would promote unitary action were they ever to-
gether in combat. They knew no German and the local community didn't like them 
very much. Not only were they an army of conquest, but their behavior in the vil-
lages around the base could get a little out of hand. So, they were forced, in a fash-
ion, to stick together, forced to do so by the people who surrounded them, the very 
people, also, that they were assigned to protect. 
Not surprisingly, they were also bored with each other. When a stranger ap-
peared, one who spoke their language, who came from a community much like 
theirs, they flocked to him. So, just when I was needing it most, I had a dozen or 
so readymade close companions, people willing to buy me food and drink and, that 
second night, a place to stay. 




The lost. That’s what many of us were in those days, baby boomers who were 
wandering in wildernesses and mazes we couldn’t even recognize for what they 
were. The best of us shared and gave to those around us who had need. The worst 
of us took and ran away, never acknowledging their greed. I was only beginning to 
see that, at sixteen. Over the years, I would learn that the best are few and that 







August 21, 1968: The Invasion 
 
Violation. What the Soviet Union did to Czechoslovakia was one of the worst 
kinds o rape, for the victim is so powerless that resistance is, as they say, futile, if 
not impossible. 
I knew what that felt like. And was learning something else, the guilt that one 
carries when one doesn’t resist. Was I wrong? Was I complicit? Was the whole 
thing my own fault? 
For years, I shuddered at the idea of revisiting Prague but, strangely enough, 
when the possibility actually arose in 1992, I jumped at it. I hardly recognized it 
but loved the sense that it gave me that recovery is possible. I had stopped drink-
ing just two-and-a-half years earlier and was in the process, like the city, of clean-
ing up my own life. 
This is another of the posts that I wrote a draft of before starting the project, 
but that I revised close to (or on) the day of posting. 
 
The Warsaw Pact—really the Soviet Union, but why quibble—invaded 
Czechoslovakia during the night of August 20th and 21st, exactly fifty years ago 
today. It had been expected, but that made it no less shocking or dismaying. 
I heard of it at the youth hostel in Bonn, where it already was, of course, the 
premier topic of conversation. People were saying that German students were pro-
testing outside of the Russian embassy, throwing rocks and breaking windows. 
Some of the other young travelers hanging around wanted to go see, but I excused 
myself. I had felt, from the general malaise of Prague just two weeks earlier, that 
everyone there had been expecting something like this to happen so, though I was 
a bit depressed by it, I was not surprised. In fact, such an invasion had been in the 
back of my mind, but unspoken, even to myself, while I was making my way out 
of the country. 
Now that it was actually happening, I didn't want to hear about it. For a num-
ber of reasons, the invasion spoke to the worst in human nature and brought up 
nothing but frustration at the state of humanity. And, unconsciously, I think I 
equated what was happening in Prague with what had happened to me in Munich. 
Rape. 
And I didn't want to talk about it. 
Still, it was the sole topic of conversation, as politics generally was in the 
emerging society of the hitchhiker. Issues of the day, international ones, were the 
commonality we all were striving to be a part of, as Richard Ivan Jobs wrote in 
"Youth Movements: Travel, Protest, and Europe in 1968" for the American Histor-
ical Review, April, 2009: 
For anyone who was young and traveling in Western Europe in 
1968, it was hard to avoid politics, even outside the major centers of pro-
test, because not only were young individuals being politicized through 
travel, but the very places and practices of youth travel, such as hostels 
and hitch-hiking, had become politicized spaces and politicized activities. 
Traveling was a way to share political news and political opinion, even if 
not direct political participation.  
That had been my experience since I had started hitching, leaving Munich for 
the first time just a little less than a month earlier, and it cemented within me an 
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attitude that would last fifty years, that politics travels with us, no matter where we 
may go, whom we may meet. We may pretend to leave it at home, but it always 
manages to secrete itself into our luggage and to pop up when we least expect it. 
One of the other reasons I was reticent was that I still badly wanted to imag-
ine there’d been some drama during my time in Prague, that I had spoken to peo-
ple trying to spark a new milieu or open the country to the vibrant possibilities 
found just across the border. Truth be told, I had hardly talked to a Czech at all 
while I was there. Though I had not spoken of politics with the Yugoslav students 
in Budejovice, I had tried, at least, to speak with people, if for no other reason than 
to say hello, at the hostel where I had stayed the two nights in Prague, in the shops 
where I had bought food, in the train station and elsewhere. Even then, I wanted to 
imagine I could get at least get a sense of what was going on from Czech people 
themselves. But the language barrier had proven insurmountable and the opportu-
nities few. 
And I doubt anyone would have opened up to an American, anyway. 
Also, I already knew that, though I had been there, I had missed out on one 
of the more astonishing events of the decade, one of the most prominent attempts 
to reward the human spirit even as the forces of gloom gathered around them. I 
had had a chance, and I had blown it—though I had no idea what I could have 
done otherwise. 
What was the point, now, of expressing disapproval for what we had all 
known was coming? To try to make myself part of something that had passed me 
by? 
Truth be told, not only did I want to avoid a topic that verged on the too per-
sonal but I was a little embarrassed at having missed the excitement. 
Truth be told, much of what was happening in Prague had gone on beneath 
the surface, not as something for foreigners, especially Americans, to see. 
Here's what happened last night, this day in 1968, according to the Associat-
ed Press yearbook for that year: 
In the early morning hours of Aug. 21, while Czechoslovakia slept, 
soldiers of the Soviet Union, East Germany, Poland, Bulgaria and Hunga-
ry moved into the little country from several directions. When the Czech-
oslovaks awoke, 70,000 heavily armed troops with tanks and modern 
weapons held the country under their guns.... 
The older people were dismayed and wept. The youth were defiant.  
Now that the invasion had actually occurred, I understood a bit better that 
city I had seen, one that had seemed to be in mourning or, at least, that had aban-
doned all sense of a future, of hope. It was already a victim of sexual abuse, one 
waiting for it to turn violent. That, as I said, had happened to fit my own feelings 
at the time so I hadn't bothered to question it—not much, at least. I just assumed 
Prague had been that way for years and that I had only lucked upon it as a personi-
fication of my own down thoughts. 
The coda, to me, to my own Czech experience came at some point over the 
few days after the invasion when I heard that a border guard at Shirnding, where I 
had crossed into West Germany, had been killed as he tried to escape into West 
Germany. I have often wondered if he had been one of the guards who had 
watched so carefully the night I left the country, right there. I wonder what he 




It’s a natural human failing to draw the general and the personal together, 
the one explaining the other. We even have names for it. But none of that, not even 
the very real and iron connection between the two, ever stops us from pretending 
that we can be objective. That subjective choices don’t rule our actions and our 
interests. The historian never chooses a topic dispassionately. It always stems 
from interests arising from personal experience. The astronomer never looks at 







August 23, 1968: Veering toward Brussels 
 
Over the years, I would go through periods of scraping by. I’ve lived on rice 
and tomato soup in rooms with shared bathrooms and single-burner kitchens in 
the corner. I’ve worked in garages and gas stations, kitchens and fast-food joints. 
Over the years, as I gained experience and education, I began to develop a buffer 
against poverty, but I have never forgotten what it is like to face an end to funds. 
It might have been possible for me to contact someone who might be able to 
get in touch with my parents who could then rescue me. But I never considered 
that. For one thing, I didn’t know where they were, in Washington, DC, in New 
York City with my aunt and uncle, or in their new home in upstate New York. For 
another, I knew my situation was my own damned fault, and I had too much pride 
not to suffer my own foolishness. 
 
After another night of drinking, on the day before this in 1968 I took the tram 
from Bonn up to Cologne and spent my time looking around at as many of the 
sights as I could without, again, having to pay. I’d been there before, three years 
earlier, and had loved it, so retraced as much as I could of my earlier visit. I didn't 
really want to talk with anyone, certainly not about politics or what had happened 
to Czechoslovakia, so spent little time at the youth hostel, except for sleeping. The 
next day, this morning fifty years ago, soon after breakfast, I walked to the auto-
bahn and quickly got a ride to Isselburg near the Netherlands, hoping to get anoth-
er to Amsterdam early enough to find a place to stay. 
The land was flatter than I had seen anywhere else during this trip, as flat as 
central Indiana and Illinois. There were dozens of people at the entrance ramp to 
the autobahn, so I decided to seek a smaller road, for I had 150 kilometers to go 
and really did want to arrive before nightfall. Amsterdam was then, as it remains 
today, a popular destination for the young and I knew I would never find a place to 
stay if I arrived too late. And I was getting rather sick of trying to find places to 
sleep out of doors. 
After walking down a smaller road near the main highway and after an un-
successful hour or two of hitching, I veered off to a small town, hoping to find 
another and even smaller road to hitch on. When I got to the town, however, I dis-
covered that I had inadvertently crossed into Holland. The border, apparently, was 
not one anyone bothered to patrol carefully. I was able to use a few German coins, 
however, to get something to eat and drink in a small store before heading on. 
I don't remember if I bothered to go back into Germany to cross legitimately 
and get a stamp in my passport. Probably not. I liked getting the stamps (they flat-
tered my vanity for I imagined them as part of a showcase on my summer at my 
unseen new home in upstate New York), but no one in Western Europe seemed 
overly concerned with them.  
The process of de-emphasis on borders that culminated into today's European 
standard where they are almost completely ceremonial, had already begun.  
I did keep that passport even long after it expired but, over the dozens of res-
idential moves I've made since 1968 (when I turned 40, I counted that I had had at 




Though I doubt it is real, I do have a hazy memory of walking around and 
through a border station to get a stamp that day, but that seems ridiculous and, I 
suspect, I must have made it up somewhere along the line. One thing I do know is 
that, at some point during that day, I counted my money. I had a lot less left than I 
had assumed. With a week or so to go, I had a single ten-dollar traveler's check 
and somewhat less than that, perhaps six or seven dollars’ worth, in bills and 
coins. No more three-dollars-a-day with no reserve—and I knew I would need a 
reserve. 
There didn't seem much I could do about that. I thought about which was go-
ing to be more important, food or a place to sleep. As I headed on to the city, I 
tried to weigh them against each other. I could go a couple of days without eating, 
I was sure, but there was also the chance that I could find free places to stay where 
I would not be bothered by police or worse.  
Neither option was particularly appealing. To hitch successfully, I had to be 
reasonably clean, and I could not stay clean sleeping in the rough. Though it was 
sometimes possible to sneak into youth hostels in the morning to use their show-
ers, doing so was not always an option. On the other hand, a night in a youth hos-
tel equaled a day's cost of eating. Whatever I did, it was going to be close: do I 
arrive in Brussels at all for my flight, there but very hungry, or do I chance not 
arriving—at all? 
Amsterdam didn't seem to want to greet me with open arms when I finally 
did arrive there early in the evening, much too late to find a bed—solving one 
problem, at least. Somewhere, I had an address of friends of my parents who lived 
in a windmill in a village not too far from the city—and a phone number. I had 
thought to use it the next day, but decided now was the time. When I called, they 
offered me a bed, of course, and I took a small train or tram out to their village. 
They met me at the station or I walked out to their windmill, following instructions 
they gave me over the phone—I don't recall which. I think I walked but, once 
more, I could be imagining that. 
That night was the first I had spent in a private room in quite some time. I 
slept better than I had in weeks—overslept, in fact. In the morning, anxious not to 
overstay my hosts' graciousness, I hit the road as soon as I could for the small hop 
to Rotterdam. I was determined to arrive early enough to ensure I found a room 
there, too. A bed, I was believing for the moment, was proving more important 
than food, particularly now that I had a full stomach—thanks to my hosts' ample 
breakfast. 
I did get to Rotterdam easily, and checked into a hostel early—but it was 
more expensive than I had counted on, further depleting my small store of bills. 
During the afternoon, I made my usual rounds of free tourism. In the evening, for 
once, I did not drink. 
That was one sacrifice I was going to have to make; I could no longer afford 
my beer. 
 
As a child of privilege, what I was experiencing could have come as a shock. 
That it did not, however, is also a sign of the cushions I—and those like me (the 
middle-class American baby-boomers)—didn’t even recognize were surrounding 
me. To inexperienced to understand the dangers I was putting myself in, even after 
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having been raped, I did not retreat, proud that I was not giving up, never realiz-
ing I could go on only because, if worse came to worst, I would likely be rescued. 
Privileged? 






August 24, 1968: Into Brussels 
 
Nature or nurture? I don’t really care. Much of who I am comes from who 
my forebearers were. But at least as much comes from the incidentals of our daily 
experiences—from our histories. How much is one or the other? We can explore 
that and, in the process, learn a great deal. But we will never come to an answer. 
Brussels, to me, remains the emblem of a dead end, a place one gets to be-
fore turning around and starting in a new direction. Yet, I did not understand, not 
then, that what was coming was not a new direction, though, merely an extension 
of the path I was already on. 
 
I can’t remember if I spent two nights or three in the Netherlands. In any 
event, I managed to soon get to Brussels, too soon. Sitting on a bench in a small 
park near the central train station, probably on this day in 1968, I took stock of my 
situation: I still had three days before my paid-for reservation at the hotel where 
I’d meet back up with the group I had arrived in Europe with (and where meals 
had also already been paid for) and four days before the flight back to New York. 
My wallet was empty (I had drunk the last of what had been in it the night be-
fore—against my better judgement but setting a pattern for the next twenty years); 
I knew no one. And the city was strange to me. 
One way or another, I was looking into the jaws of a miserable couple of 
days. 
Oh, well. Just have to get through it. 
I did what I had so often; I got up and walked, circling away from the main 
train station and then back to it, repeating on a somewhat different and longer 
route each time, just to keep from getting too bored and to begin to get the lay of 
the town. It may seem like an odd way of seeing a city, but it certainly does take 
one away from the normal tourist destinations and, as most European train stations 
are centrally located, made sure one came across almost all the important sights. It 
was always a bit of a challenge, too, for there were inevitably barriers I had to find 
ways around without turning back. Sometimes these took me far out of my way, 
making me despair that my sense of direction wasn’t quite good enough to get me 
to the station once more, though it always did. 
A late circuit in Brussels brought me back to the station a little after dusk. I 
was feeling somewhat philosophical about what was to come and, I must admit, a 
bit cocky. After all that I had experienced this last month, I was fairly certain I had 
the stamina for enduring whatever the next few days might bring. I wasn't looking 
forward to them, but there was nothing I could do about them anyway but let them 
move into the past. 
I had changed since the start of August, when I started this bit of traveling on 
the down and out. Not all of the change was good. I was now firmly on my way to 
alcoholism and I had started on a process of emotional sublimation that would stay 
with me for decades. But I had also mastered a new type of patience, the patience 
of the road, though I did not recognize it at the time. I do, in retrospect. 
I have never seen this condition well described but have seen plenty who ex-
hibit it. They tend to drift away from conflict—though that doesn't mean they are 
less prone to meltdowns than anyone else. They are just not likely to let them hap-
pen on the road, for it is there that the trait appears. 
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On the road, people who have it can sit almost without moving and do so for 
hours. I can still do it. Though my stamina isn't what it once was, I can still shut 
down and let time wash over me. 
It's a special kind of waiting and it can't be done in every situation. It requires 
removal of all deadlines and expectations. It requires a concentration that's never 
concentrated, and that's on one goal and only on that—but with a loose focus that 
has room for setbacks and detours. It requires the ability to move away from the 
rest of one's life and an acceptance that the one goal will be arrived to—or not. It 
requires acceptance of paradox. 
It doesn't make you a better person and it's not a skill one can cultivate or be 
particularity proud of. In fact, it's even difficult to describe without a certain de-
gree of, almost, embarrassment. At times, it annoys others for they don't under-
stand it, seeing a side of one not normally evident. It can even surprise oneself: I 
remember an unexpected wait of many. many hours in a Berlin train station in 
1992 as almost a lark. Day-long stints in rural West Africa before bush taxis de-
cided to depart in the 1980s never particularly bothered me—nor did the long 
hours spent beside American roads up to the time I bought my first car in 1974. 
Until recently, I had no idea why I could do this or had even recognized it as a 
skill; I had never thought about it. 
Though there are thousands who can do something of the same thing, there 
are many fewer who don't react to the frustration but simply sit and wait while the 
others pace. 
It's not Zen or something of a talent that excludes Americans—though few 
Americans seem able to master it. Sure, it's not something someone secure in their 
entitlement is likely to be able to do, but I am certain there are even members of 
the 1% able to enter this traveler's zone. 
Only now, on writing about 1968, do I recognize that this ability was devel-
oped in me during that summer. Only now do I see it as something unusual. 
There in Brussels, I certainly was tired and hungry, but I was not anxious nor 
frightened. There were only a few days to get through; this was just temporary. 
Even with that, I did understand my own entitlement. I just had to endure; 
soon, I would be back to safety soon. That's a privilege of the few. 
Still, the Belgian police didn’t take kindly to anyone setting up camp on a 
park bench, so I soon had to get up and move, doing so throughout the night. At 
some point, I wandered into the train station, just to mill around in the crowd un-
noticed but warm, where I found a Belgian 10-franc note. That fed me, early 
morning the next day, from a cart outside of the station. 
At other times, I walked off the chill on a new round of circuits, up and down 
streets almost at random though, as usual, circling back to the train station where, I 
knew, I would be able to sit for a time at night  and warm up before the police 
would again disturb me—as long as I didn’t become too noticeable by being there 
too long or too often. At one point, exhausted, I made my way to a park I’d seen 
and, after making sure I was unobserved, lay down under a bush, my coat wrapped 
tight around me, my pack acting as my pillow. Even there, a commotion soon 
woke me, the police rousting out someone nearby. 




When I talk about my days in Brussels, it is always a little carefully. I went 
hungry for a bit, sure. But not very long. It could have been worse, yes, but never 
much. There was always an end in sight.  
I have seen real hunger, people who have been pulled back from the verge of 
starving to death. What they have faced is beyond anything I can imagine, let 
alone anything I have experienced. I have felt poverty, yes, but I always knew I 
could pull myself from it, for my privilege was the tools to do so. 
That’s not to say that poverty itself cannot provide skills. I remember visiting 
the compound of a friend’s parents in rural Burkina Faso. While we were sitting 
one early evening, looking at the sunset, several birds flew over. Suddenly, two 
stones arced up and hit the same bird, stones thrown from slings in the hands of 
my friend’s nephews. When I expressed by astonishment, he shrugged and said he 
could have hit it, too. 
“Children don’t ever get the stew with meat,” he said. “If they want meat, 
they have to get it themselves. When they kill a bird, they get a sister to cook it and 
share it with them.” 
Unfortunately, though killing a bird not much bigger than a sparrow with a 






August 25, 1968: Hungry and Tired in Brussels 
 
Learning to accept charity can be difficult. Most often, I refuse it, even when 
I need it, even when it is well meant and the acceptance is also a gift. The Ameri-
can myth of self-sufficiency is so engrained in me that, even while I detest the ‘self-
ishness’ of Ayn Rand and the libertarians, I have a great deal of trouble with real 
communitarian situations.  
I am willing to give, but I have a great deal of trouble taking. 
 
At dawn this day in 1968, I was up again and walking once more. After 
spending my 10-franc note on a small breakfast from a cart, I wandered through 
the city for a few hours. I knew of a couple of private youth hostels in the city and 
had their addresses. With no money, I hadn’t tried them the day before, but I was 
desperate for a place where I could sit undisturbed for a bit so sought one of them 
out. 
A little after noon—it was hot and I was exhausted—I went to one, walked 
through the building and sat down in the courtyard behind it, where there were 
benches and tables and people talking. I didn’t look so different from the rest, so 
thought I could blend in, for a little while, at least. No one, I suspected, would 
bother to question me until sometime in the evening. 
Though I tried to read, instead I fell asleep, awaking to someone gently shak-
ing my shoulder. 
He was one of the workers at the hostel; he asked if I were staying there, ze-
roing in on English almost immediately. I shook my head. “Where are you stay-
ing?” 
“I don’t know. I haven’t any money.” I got up, ready to leave, believing I 
was about to be thrown out. 
“Have you eaten today?” 
I shook my head. "Just a little this morning." 
“Yesterday?” 
“Not much.” 
His hand, which was still on my shoulder, pushed me back down. “Wait 
here.” 
He returned with a hunk of bread and some cheese on a plate. “Eat this. 
When you are done, come to the kitchen, if you can, and do a little work. We have 
no beds for tonight, but at least your belly will be full.” The cheese was in little 
foil packets, "La Vache Qui Rit." The Laughing Cow. 
Yet all I could do was nod; tears, I could feel, were welling and I did not dare 
speak for fear of unleashing them. When the man had gone away, I pulled out my 
pocketknife and spread a little bit of cheese onto a piece of the bread I had torn 
off. Slowly, I ate it, looking around a little fearfully. I wasn't scared that someone 
might take my food, but I was embarrassed and wanted to see if anyone had no-
ticed what had gone on between that man and me. No one had, it seemed. At least 
I didn't have to suffer the indignity of obvious charity. Still, I felt somewhat 
ashamed and undeserving. 
As I chewed, I tore off another bit of bread and spread on more cheese. 
Though I wanted to stuff the whole of both into my mouth, I didn’t want to attract 
any attention to my hunger. Though, as I said, nobody seemed to be watching me, 
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I wasn't sure someone hadn't been, and I didn't want to appear at all out of the 
norm. I continued to take small bites, working my way deliberately slowly through 
my meal, making sure to have just enough cheese for the last bit of the bread. 
When I was finished, I brushed the crumbs onto the plate, picked it up and 
walked inside where I could hear the activity of the kitchen. There, I pulled some-
one aside and announced that I was there to work. She looked at me curiously. 
“OK, but we have no rooms for tonight.” I shrugged. “I ate, so must work.” 
She set me to washing dishes and then, I think it was, to sweeping the floor. 
No one paid me much attention; after each task, I simply looked around for anoth-
er. 
After a couple of hours, the kitchen staff sat to a meal at a long table at the 
center of the kitchen, one of them inviting me to join them just as I was about to 
slip away. “There still is no bed, but there’s plenty of work, if you want it, and 
plenty of food,” that one said, while another pulled back a chair. I nodded, grateful 
for the first hot meal I’d tasted in days. 
At dinnertime, I helped a little with the serving but quickly was back at the 
cleaning, where I was of more use, ending up by wiping down the counters. Cur-
few at this particular hostel was nine, lights-out at ten—pretty standard, I’d found.  
As I was collecting my bag and getting ready to leave, at about half-past 
nine, the man who had first fed me found me. “We’ve one bed that has opened up. 
You are welcome to it.” I nodded my thanks—I had hardly spoken since entering 
the kitchen. He handed me a sheet roll and told me where it was. I thanked him 
and climbed the stairs, showered, and was asleep before the lights dimmed. 
That simple charity, given with no question and no guarantee of return, set a 
standard for me that I have not always lived up to, though I have tried. No one 
asked who I was or whether my situation was my own damned fault (which, of 
course, it was). No one blamed me for anything—or even asked that I return the 
kindness. That I did so, and willingly, led to further kindness on their part, and a 
place for me to sleep. 
I chose the Bob Dylan line "Nothing is revealed" for this series quite deliber-
ately—and for quite a number of reasons. One of these concerns "the little neigh-
bor boy/Who carried him to rest" and who mutters that line. Important to this par-
ticular post is lines from the next and last verse of the song: 
Well, the moral of the story, 
So when you see your neighbor carryin’ somethin’, 
Help him with his load 
On that particular day in my life, I was beginning to get a sense of what was 
meant by the admonition to lighten another's load—though I had not yet reached 
an understanding of the last two lines. 
A glimmer of that would come over the next few months, but only a glim-
mer. 
 
To really lighten another’s load, you have to be willing to let them lighten 
yours. I wouldn’t understand this or appreciate its power until I decided to stop 
drinking twenty-one years after this. It is a lesson I brought into the classroom 
more than a decade after that, one that allowed me to find a joy in teaching that I 
had never experienced before. 
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August 26, 1968: Sleeping and Eating in Brussels 
 
In a way, I was sleepwalking at this point in 1968. Anyone who claims that 
politics doesn’t affect them—and who pays no attention to it—is. As Rick Blaine 
says in Casablanca, “the problems of… little people don't amount to a hill of beans 
in this crazy world.” The big issued do. 
Here’s the problem: The little and the big sometimes switch places, and each 
can have an impact on the other. But you don’t want that impact to be accidental. 
 
Next morning, fifty years ago this day in 1968, I was gently awakened before 
the rest. Quickly, I washed and went down to help prepare breakfast. After eating 
myself, once the hostlers were finished, I gathered up my things, said my thanks 
and made my way to the hotel of the rendezvous for the group that had brought me 
over. From that point on, everything, including meals, had already been paid for. 
I had made it. Almost three days with only 10 francs, and I had, through the 
generosity of strangers, managed. With the help of some extremely charitable and 
kind people, again, but I had gotten through it. 
If I had known it, I had forgotten it, but this was also the first day of the 
Democratic National Convention. I had cared about it a great deal before leaving 
the country: I had been (still was) a huge Gene McCarthy supporter. But I had lost 
the thread of the national conversation over the last two months. I knew, from lis-
tening to others in various youth-hostel discussions, that Hubert Humphrey would 
probably be nominated and was disgusted by that. To me, Richard Nixon and 
Humphrey were cut from the same cloth, though Nixon with corrupted scissors. 
Most of the people I talked with agreed. American electoral politics were not 
going to lead to progress. I would carry their attitude through this election and the 
next, when I would be unwilling to support George McGovern, imagining that 
there was no difference between him and Nixon. 
That would be the last time I would make such a stupid mistake. No matter 
how much they agree and take some pretty despicable similar positions, Demo-
crats and Republicans govern differently—or have, since 1968. Nixon would re-
shape the Republican party over the next six years, leaving autocracy in the as-
cendant, supported by the old Democratic base in the South (and elsewhere) glued 
together by racist 'dog whistle' positionings. 
Back home, while I was struggling through my few relatively minor difficul-
ties, my country was entering a week that would change it irrevocably. The Demo-
crats were assuring the marginalization of the Left and the solidity of what would 
be the new Republican base that today basks in its idolatry of Donald Trump.  
I was missing it and would have to catch up later. 
A couple of days earlier, Jerry Rubin and the Yippies of the Youth Interna-
tional Party had nominated Pigasus, a hog, for President. Rubin and a few others, 
including Phil Ochs, were subsequently arrested, for the Yippies were being 
squeezed out by the city of Chicago and its police under the leadership of Mayor 
Richard Daley. After refusing permits to dissident groups, the city ordered police 




Two nights before this day, Allen Ginsberg had led a march out of the park at 
closing time only to be confronted by police nearby, where a number of people 
were arrested. 
The AP yearbook for 1968 described the protesters, even after-the-fact ac-
cepting the establishment view point of them and failing to recognize their signifi-
cance: 
Various dissident groups had threatened to mass in the city 100,000 
strong….. The protesters included hippies, the dropout element of Ameri-
can society;… disenchanted liberals, far-out radicals and impassioned 
college students who sensed something frightfully wrong about the war.  
The night before this day, a police riot had broken out as the park was cleared 
at closing time, a riot lasting until sometime in the early morning. In Miami and 
the Siege of Chicago, Norman Mailer describes the ambivalence that many felt at 
that time toward what was happening: 
In fact, as everyone knew, many were not going to vacate the park, 
they were going to force the police to drive them out; so one could protest 
with one’s body, one could be tear-gassed— with what unspoken later 
damage to the eyes had never necessarily been decided— and one could 
take a crack on the head with a policeman’s stick….  
No one, at this point, understood quite how serious the situation was becom-
ing, Mailer included. No one recognized that the United States was splitting into a 
belligerent barrier-building almost-half and a sometimes coalition of the rest, a 
coalition that would only cohere on occasion but that numbered, in all of its mani-
festations, somewhat larger that its rightwing opposition. 
At the time, what was happening seemed simply a split among Democrats. 
But Mayor Daley, were he alive today, would be no part of that party. The draw-
ing away of many 'traditional' Democrats to the Republican party was, just then, 
beginning. 
At the time, I was as clueless as the AP and even Mailer. More so, for I didn't 
even know that anything was going on. While I was sleeping and eating in Brus-
sels, an American world was coming to an end, back home. 
 
One of my favorite speeches in American drama is Tom Wingfield’s opening 
one in Tennessee Williams’ The Glass Menagerie. He says, “the huge middle class 
of America was matriculating in a school for the blind. Their eyes had failed them 
or they had failed their eyes, and so they were having their fingers pressed forcibly 
down on the fiery Braille alphabet.” That was true of the Great Depression that 
Wingfield was speaking of but in was also true of 1968, though not in an economic 
context.  





August 28, 1968: Out of It 
 
Even fifty years later, even though I am trying to write about a few days 
when I knew nothing about what was going on in the United States politically, I 
cannot avoid the politics of them. It flavored the time and its events overshadowed 
personal sagas.  
Then, as now, Yeats’s “Second Coming” seemed at hand: “The blood-
dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere/The ceremony of innocence is drowned.” 
That’s what had seemed going on, I would discover, for at least the past month, if 
that is not too great a projection from the personal. 
 
The others in the group greeted each other like long-lost relatives on this day 
in 1968 but I, by far the youngest of them, hadn’t really gotten to know any of 
them—except the one I’d worked with and then gone to Munich with. We’d not 
parted on the best of terms, however, so we simply said hello to each other and 
caught up briefly. He did, however, lend me a bit of money when he saw that I 
needed it. Everyone talked about the jobs they’d had—all tough—and the travel-
ing they’d managed—mostly minimal. We checked into our rooms separately and 
met again for the prepaid dinner. I didn’t talk much to anyone. Their experiences 
sounded great, and fulfilling. Mine seemed nothing, in comparison, not even 
Czechoslovakia, for I had left weeks before the real action began.  
There was nothing I felt like sharing, at least. 
None of us was aware of what was going on at the Democratic National 
Convention in Chicago, except in a most distant way. Events whose images, 
broadcast live or shown on page one of the daily papers  that would stay with mil-
lions of young Americans their entire lives, were missed by us. We were, in a 
sense, really out of it. 
If I had known what was going on, I would have been appalled. Gene 
McCarthy, of course, was being pushed aside—but I had expected that. The power 
in America was then, as it is now, in the hands of people who are part of the estab-
lishment, particularly those who called themselves conservatives, no matter what 
party they belonged to, but who really were (and are) authoritarians and clannish 
to the point of racism.  
Even Hubert Humphrey, an avowed liberal.  
They revered established power and supported it—just as they do today—
giving them much more influence than their numbers would indicate, for they have 
never really been a majority of the population. 
The people who support authoritarian politicians generally do so because 
they feel threatened—with “feel” the operant word. Someone is after what they've 
got, they believe. And they tend to congregate on the right. In 1968, both parties 
had a right wing and a liberal wing, so they could be either Republican or Demo-
crat.  
In an article "The Paranoid Style of American Politics" for the November 
1964 issue of Harper's Magazine, Richard Hofstadter, who I sometimes loathe for 
his own biases but love here, describes their view on life and politics: 
The basic elements of contemporary right-wing thought can be re-
duced to three: First, there has been the now-familiar sustained conspira-
cy, running over more than a generation, and reaching its climax in Roo-
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sevelt’s New Deal, to undermine free capitalism, to bring the economy 
under the direction of the federal government, and to pave the way for so-
cialism or communism. A great many right-wingers would agree with 
Frank Chodorov, the author of The Income Tax: The Root of All Evil, that 
this campaign began with the passage of the income-tax amendment to 
the Constitution in 1913. 
The second contention is that top government officialdom has been 
so infiltrated by Communists that American policy, at least since the days 
leading up to Pearl Harbor, has been dominated by men who were 
shrewdly and consistently selling out American national interests. 
Finally, the country is infused with a network of Communist agents, 
just as in the old days it was infiltrated by Jesuit agents, so that the whole 
apparatus of education, religion, the press, and the mass media is engaged 
in a common effort to paralyze the resistance of loyal Americans. 
In 1968, the emphasis started to change: "Communism" had gradually begun 
to lose its power as the bogeyman, so the second contention began to shift to what 
is, today, the anonymous "deep state." The generalized "network" outside of gov-
ernment, instead of being Communist agents, now consists of college professors 
and nebulous "liberals." Oh, and there is a current attempt to revitalize “socialism” 
as a bogeyman. The framework, however, is the same now as it was then, and it 
propelled conspiracy theorist (see "birtherism") Donald Trump into the U.S. Presi-
dency. 
Though I have developed serious reservations concerning Hofstadter's ap-
proach to the ancestors of today's Trump supporters in Anti-Intellectualism in 
American Life, I cede his related point in the Harper's article completely. Had I 
been a little older and better educated, I might have understood him by 1968, for 
the evidence surrounded me—or would, when I returned to the States. And I might 
have recognized that, somehow, the United States was going to have to deal with 
these people and their beliefs in ways it has never been willing to do. 
And has never done. 
It has tried by driving enemies out of our political parties, as both Republi-
cans (to liberals) and Democrats (to conservatives) have done over the past half-
century. 
Scared of the conservatives to the point of unwillingness to compromise, 
quite frankly, we who are not among them have instead tried to shame them by 
pointing out their racism and laughing at their conspiracy theories, by educating 
their children by schooling them alongside children from other ethnic and econom-
ic backgrounds, and by trouncing them at the polls by virtue of our greater num-
bers. We have failed in all three areas. They are just as powerful today as they 
were in 1968, and even as they were in 1828. 
They, of course, have reacted just as badly (and stupidly) to us—and contin-
ue to. 
That what was going on in Chicago was not a normal political divide but was 
something quite a bit deeper was illustrated by the police riot starting with small 
incidents the day before this in 1968 and growing through this day. The authorities 
did not want to listen to the left and had no more clue as to how to handle them 
than we on the left have had when dealing with the right. In both instances, the 
reaction is to shut 'em up or, if that don’t work, drive 'em out. 
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Which is what Mayor Daley's police were trying to do while the small group 
I was with in Brussels got itself organized and prepared to fly back to Kennedy 
airport in New York City. 
Of course, we had no idea what we were flying home to. 
Then again, neither did our fellow countrymen and countrywomen. 
 
It’s easy to fall into conspiracy theories, no matter your political persuasion, 
if you concentrate too much on the successes of people like Mayor Daley or his 
modern-day acolytes. How could such mean-spirited people sustain themselves in 
power without some hidden backing? Why don’t people rise up and throw their 
televisions out the window—or, at least, open those windows and shout, as in the 
movie Network, “I'm as mad as hell, and I'm not going to take this anymore!” But 
we don’t.  






August 29, 1968: Back in the USA 
 
“What you don’t know can’t hurt you.”  
Anything can hurt you, especially when you know nothing about it.  
I missed one of the seminal events of my youth while I was in Brussels, on an 
airplane, or asleep in Brooklyn. Yet I learned it so well over the next few months 
that it sometimes feels like I was right there or, at least, watching it on TV.  
Memory can fool us. Repeated stories become real, something I have had to 
think about all through this project. 
 
The Saturn/Sabena charter flight the next night, fifty years ago last night, was 
held up for several hours, actually five or six, with many of them spent sitting in 
the plane on the ground, but we finally got into the air, arriving at Kennedy in the 
morning and quite a bit behind schedule. 
My parents, who hadn’t heard from me for five weeks, were there, looking 
worried, understandably (remember, I was only sixteen). They drove me to my 
father’s sister’s apartment in Brooklyn, where I would sleep through until the next 
morning, awakening refreshed but with the sense stuck in my head that I had 
blown an entire summer.  
I certainly didn't feel that I had accomplished anything. Or learned anything. 
Only then, as my family began to catch up with what I’d been doing, would I 
begin to discover about what I had missed in the States, particularly over the last 
week. The Democrats had held their convention in Chicago, nominating Hubert 
Humphrey in the midst of police riots. My parents were furious, vowing to vote 
for McCarthy anyhow, or for anyone but Nixon but not for anyone on the Demo-
cratic line. I was too tired to care—right then. 
However, I listened, and with amazement, to stories of what had gone on in 
the Windy City, a place I knew a bit (our home in Michigan hadn't been that far 
away). I learned how kids just a few years older than I were acting while I was 
playing the dilettante in Europe: 
Sunday, they had been driven out of the park, Monday as well, now 
Tuesday. The centers where they slept in bedrolls on the floor near Lin-
coln Park had been broken into by the police, informers and provocateurs 
were everywhere; tonight tear-gas trucks had been used. They were still 
not ready to give up.  
That's how Norman Mailer would soon describe them in Miami and the Siege 
of Chicago. It had been horrible, and I had missed it. Like so many of the young, I 
wanted to be part of the change. Results bad or good, I wanted to be there. 
As I said, I slept through this day, the day fifty years ago when Hubert 
Humphrey was nominated. I slept while this was happening: 
The police cut through the crowd one way, then cut through them 
another…. As demonstrators ran, they reformed in new groups only to be 
chased by the police again…. The rain of police, maddened by the uncoil-
ing of their own storm, pushed against their own barricades. 
Today, of course, we have a beast who ended up a president but no giant. 
And, to my way of thinking, it was all made possible by Richard Daley's orders to 
his police in Grant Park. That was the spark that smoldered for years, exploding 
when it touched Donald Trump. To my mortification—I had missed it. 
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This horror, this police riot, didn't weaken the right. It weakened the left 
which, though its power seemed to rise over the next few years, was setting the 
stage before its retreat. 
Millions of us should have been paying more attention. Instead of seeing 
what was really happening, we thought, even was “we” fled Chicago, that we were 
winning. 
 
The left in the United States, for all of its defeats in 1968, still thought it was 
winning—up through Chicago and the police riots. This is an old pattern in Amer-
ica and one that continues, mistaking a movement for a mass and momentum for 
winning. The forces of resistance to change, always better organized, were outfox-
ing the liberals at every turn, liberals who could never manage to achieve cohe-
sion or fall in behind one single leader. They preferred to tear each other apart—




August 30, 1968: To Clinton, NY 
 
“Plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose.” Karr’s epigram remains as true 
today as in 1968, let alone (though true) since 1849, when it was coined. The trag-
edy of the United States today is the tragedy of 1968. The only real difference is 
that there is less room, now, for error.  
By now, we have taken so much from the earth’s environment that we may 
have let the air our of the cushion that sustains us. 
 
We left, early afternoon, this day fifty years ago, to drive upstate and begin 
our new lives in the small town of Clinton, NY. 
Though I had missed the Chicago riots, even on television, I now believed I 
was somehow on the verge of becoming part of a genuine youth movement, mud-
dled though it may have been. I thought we were on the edge of changing the 
United States and the world. 
In a few months, I would be able to read Norman Mailer on the events that 
had occurred this week in Chicago, a depiction that I was too young and naïve to 
understand at the time. Today, it stands out as a penetrating, defiant gaze at an 
America threatening to tear itself apart, not an America starting on a new adven-
ture (as I imagined), something he could see but I could not. 
While taking notes on this new American monstrosity, Mailer was confront-
ed by a National Guardsman and soon arrested and hauled away. Apropos.  
Over the next few months, I would begin to learn just a little of what the po-
lice riot meant. Over the next fifty years, however, I would forget much of that, 
trying to believe that there was a center in America that wasn't just based on power 
and money. 
That's what happened to the left: we pinned our hopes on the center, believ-
ing there was a rational center that, perhaps, we could convince. Instead of, for 
example, demanding that the police be reformed into protectors of all the people, 
we began to retreat, saying the police weren't bad, it was the system—but without 
insisting that the system be changed. We also let ourselves be bullied into a sub-
servience to the value of military service, something unbecoming to a democracy. 
Our system, like our lives, is not protected by the military but by our common 
consent to support that system, something that we on the left have stood aside 
from as just as belief in it was dying on the right. 
There have been a couple of myths about American politics. Many, actually. 
One of them is that there is a huge middle in America willing to listen to both left 
and right. This never existed. Another is that there has always been honor and be-
lief in the American system on the right. There has not been, as the events among 
Republican politicians and their supporters over the past two years have shown. 
Like Mayor Daley in 1968, the right has always been more concerned with power 
and privilege than with the ideals of our country. Any cover of idealism has been 
no thicker than the thinnest veneer. 
My life's applecart had been upset, these past few months in 1968. Until 
June, I was secure within the American heartland—not just because I lived in 
Michigan but because the United States and its people would always protect me. I 
believed the propaganda about my country, that it was the greatest the world had 
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ever seen. That it would keep me safe. I didn't have to take responsibility: My 
country would do that for me. 
Over the last month, I had learned that I could not rely on anything, certainly 
not a nation. And I was now learning that I could not even tell anyone what I had 
learned or how. I was a changed boy, and I felt fortunate that I was going to a new 
place for I never could have explained it to the old. 
***** 
The movers had already been in and out of the house Hamilton College had 
provided us right next to the campus and almost directly across from a new road to 
a new campus, a women's college that would be called Kirkland and that would 
open the next fall, a sister school to the all-male Hamilton. 
My parents had moved so often by this point that they had put the whole 
house together in a matter of days. All I had to do was bring in my small bag. 
My records, my books. Everything was already there. Now, I was there. 
But where? 
 
Where, indeed. I know it now, of course, for the map ahead is my past. 
Though I managed to land comparatively upright after the coming years of con-
fused self-destruction, the responsibility for that lies more in luck than in anything 
I did. I survived where others didn’t; I take no pride in that. 
Needless to say, however, I was no longer the boy I’d been in Holland when I 




August 31, 1968: Cousin Polo 
 
If 1968 taught me one thing about my country, it is just how deeply racial di-
vides and racism guide the course of the United States. This is true of most coun-
tries, in my experience, but few others were built on professed belief in diversity, 
belief stamped into our culture through a civil war and a cycle of continuing ex-
pansion of rights to include women and, more recently, to minority sexual stances. 
 
When my Mexican cousin Polo's parents were getting an "annulment" (they 
were Catholic), they needed to get him away from the scene of the action, which 
was Mexico City. He was about to become a ninth-grader and was extremely upset 
with his parents, particularly his father. As there was plenty of room in the big 
house Hamilton College was providing our family, my parents offered to take him 
in for a time. 
Polo arrived in Clinton, NY soon after we did, probably about this day in 
1968, just before school was starting. Polo, who I don't think I'd ever seen before, 
was a beautiful boy with straight dark hair, olive skin and gorgeous long eyelashes 
that he hated and the girls loved. His mother, my father's sister, had moved to 
Mexico with my grandparents soon after WWII (a long-time employee of the Vet-
erans Administration and himself a disabled veteran, my grandfather was sent 
there to assist returning American veterans in school in Mexico—a job arranged 
for his health, which was deteriorating) and had fallen in love with the country and 
with one of its citizens.  
Polo and his sisters, thanks to their mother, were completely bilingual. 
Unfortunately, Polo was just that much younger than I so that I wanted little 
to do with him, at school or elsewhere. I didn't want to involve him in my drink-
ing, certainly (I already concocted a fake ID and, in one of my first acts in Clinton, 
NY, had used it successfully in the seediest of the few bars in town), and there was 
little else that I was doing that could include him. I don't remember exactly how 
long he was with us, but I think it was through the fall semester. I did know that he 
was extremely unhappy and even had a good idea why, but I was having problems 
of my own and, anyway, had no idea of how to deal with his. 
Which was, quite frankly, suspicion of the outsider, especially of one who 
looked quite different from most in the community. I was having enough trouble 
fitting in. Polo was having ten times as much. 
Clinton did not think of itself as racist, but there were few people there then 
who we would now call "of color." Outside of Polo. Though the ninth-grade girls 
swooned over him (he had no idea, yet, of what to make of that), the community as 
a whole did not. He was quickly made to feel that he didn't belong, that he should-
n't even be there. 
With my long hair, hippie clothing and increasingly overt leftwing attitude, I 
was experiencing something of the same thing. The difference was, I could do 
something about it; I could make myself fit in if I wanted to. Polo could not. He 
was a real outsider, from another culture, not a real "American." 
Now, here's the irony: Polo and I are descended from Europeans who have 
lived in North America north of the Rio Grande since (in the case of one line) 
1635 (Polo probably has even older Mexican-American ancestry, too). We are 
descended from a Revolutionary War soldier whose diary of the time is held by 
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the State of New York. Our great-grandfather slogged through three years of the 
Civil War as a corporal in the Ohio Volunteer Infantry and our grandfather lost a 
leg in the last major battle of WWI. Few of the people in Clinton who viewed him 
as un-American, as a foreign intruder, could match that lineage—but neither of us 
ever mentioned it.  
At that time, it would have seemed gauche. 
In its attitudes toward the "other," Clinton was no different from the many 
American communities where, not surprisingly, loyalty to Donald Trump has re-
placed loyalty to the traditions of the United States today. It was conservative 
then; I am sure it is as much so, now. The people aren't bad folk, no worse than 
those of any small town anywhere in the world (including the Holland, Michigan 
we had left), but they certainly don't like any people whose appearances or ideas 
are different from what they have established as their norm. This would be pound-
ed into my family's heads over the next year or two, but no one suffered it as much 
as did Polo. 
People in Clinton would, of course, vehemently deny this. At the time, when 
I raised the question of racism, I was told that there had been a black family in 
town—though they had left after four months. The people of Clinton and those 
like them across the United States aren't really mean and awful—unless stirred up 
by someone preying on their fears—but they certainly are suspicious. They feel 
the fragility of whatever success they may have had and are certain that those not 
like them are out to take it away. 
But that does not excuse how they treated Polo. 
By the time he left, I think Polo hated the United States. I would later learn, 
when I lived in Africa, what it is like to be a constant head-turner because of my 
skin color but, in Africa, I was also a representative (whether I wanted to be or 
not) of power and wealth, meaning any negative feelings about me were kept well 
hidden. Nobody in upstate New York held back in expressing their attitudes to-
ward Polo. 
Today, the US government is doubting the citizenship of Americans of Latin 
descent who live near the Mexican border. Polo, who is a Mexican but also of her-
itage north of the border, must have felt the outrage in 1968 that these other Amer-
icans of Latinx background are feeling today. In a place that should have been 
welcoming him, just as it claimed to welcome all foreigners coming to these 
shores, he was finding a chilly, downright negative reception. The people of the 
small town of Clinton rejected him—icily. 
I have always felt guilty that I did less than I should have to help Polo 
though, in my defense, I was little more than a child myself (though I liked to tell 
myself differently). I think my outrage today at the idea of a border wall to keep 
Mexicans out of the United States stems, in part, from that guilt. Without knowing 
it, Polo taught me a great deal about what it means, to some of us, to be an Ameri-
can—and what it should mean to all. 
 
I don’t think I really understood how others viewed Polo during the fall of 
1968. I didn’t see him in racial terms but simply as an obnoxious cousin—exactly 
how most of us, in our mid-teens, think of our slightly younger relatives. Though I 
had known Mexicans in Michigan from my Graphic Arts classes, they had general-
ly kept to themselves and I found no welcome there so paid little attention to them 
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beyond “hello.” I didn’t know why they seemed clannish though, if pressed, would 
have attributed that to class. Their families, I knew, were generally farm workers 
who can come to pick blueberries but had stayed to work in the Heinz plant. I 
didn’t even think of them as having a different skin color, really, than “whites.” 






September 3, 1968: Leaving the Boy 
 
Though I was still a boy, I didn’t know it (what child doesn’t believe they are 
grown beyond their years?). I believed I had grown to adulthood and should be 
treated as a grown-up. Complicating matters was the obvious fact that I was no 
longer the boy I had been back in Michigan. Maybe I had grown some—I hope 
so—but most of the motion of the summer had been sideways, in terms of emo-
tions, at least. I had changed, but not really for the better. 
Though I had learned to face new situations, I had not learned to successful-
ly negotiate many of them. And had certainly failed to come to an understanding of 
the difference between facing and negotiating. 
 
The United States as it had been was gone by this day in 1968, gone under 
clubs in Chicago and a war in Vietnam. It was also the day after Labor Day and, if 
I recall correctly, the start of school. Gone, too, by that time, was the boy who had 
left Michigan in the spring but who still had to complete his senior year of high 
school. I can't say that I had become a man, but I certainly was not who I had 
been—and that, I knew already, was going to cause problems—though I didn't 
know what. 
For certain, I can say I knew I was confused and concerned. The new country 
I lived in was heading for rancor, division and self-destruction. Was there already. 
Like so many of my generation, I blamed my elders, now looking at them as ene-
mies and oppressors. 
Especially my teachers. And this, I believe, was what I was thinking about 
the first day of the school year. 
I had known that starting school was going to be a problem. Hell, dealing 
with my parents was already proving so. They wanted me to go back to a life of 
rules, created and enforced by them. I wanted nothing of the sort and felt I no 
longer needed rules—though I neither could nor would explain to my parents 
much of what I had experienced and learned these past few months. Already, I was 
taking care with what I said to people, even to them, crafting my narrative, reduc-
ing it to believability, not truth. Reducing it, as importantly, to comfort.  
Mine. Of course,  
I wanted to have tales to tell, and I did, but I tried to keep them light. And 
somewhat believable. 
I certainly did not want to explain that I no longer saw myself as a kid but as 
someone who could take care of himself. A person, age irrelevant. I didn’t feel I 
should have to. This was difficult enough in terms of my parents, but I knew them 
and had some idea of how to manipulate them. But school? A new school? I had 
been worried about that even before this first day. 
Holland High had some 1200 students in three grades taking classes on a 
campus with at least six separate buildings. Clinton Central School had somewhat 
more than a quarter that number of students in, I think, six grades. Maybe twelve. 
The senior class numbered fewer than forty. The building was a crumbling brick 
monolith that depressed me from the first moment I saw it. Sure, it was surrounded 




For it was filled with rules. I was used to a school where, when one was not 
in class, one's time was one's own. Not here. You could not leave campus, not un-
less you had an official slip. You did not have unprogrammed time. Everything 
anyone did seemed to be regulated. 
These were my thoughts that first day, in "homeroom," a required morning 
ritual unlike anything I had ever seen. We had required seating in alphabetical 
order and were soon told to rise, put right hand over heart, and recite the pledge of 
allegiance. 
I wasn't having any of that. 
Of course, though, I rose. But I kept my hands at my side, bowed my head, 
and said nothing. Not only did I think of an enforced pledge as unamerican, but I 
hated that crap about "under God" that had been added a dozen or so years earli-
er—and I knew that the courts had ruled that schools couldn't make me say any of 
it. But I wasn't going to be rude. 
Besides, my father was a veteran. My grandfathers had both been severely in-
jured in WWI, one of them losing a leg. One great-grandfather had fought for the 
Union in the Civil War and the ancestor I am named for had fought for our nascent 
country in the Revolution, along with quite a few others of my ancestors. I didn't 
need to prove loyalty in that regard—even though three great-great-grandfathers 
had been traitors, soldiers for the Confederacy. 
Nor did I believe that it was the military that made America. Ours was a 
country of citizens, not soldiers. The real American, anyhow, stands up for the 
country in the military or out, struggling for the ideals established in the 18th cen-
tury and modified continually since—not through allegiance but through belief. 
Fighting is not the only way to make an American. 
My homeroom teacher gave me a dirty look but didn't say anything. I think 
she didn't want to call attention to what I was not doing but, as I later discovered, 
she did make a beeline to the principal's office and report it. Nothing came of it, 
though. Not then. 
I have very little memory of the classes I took that fall. One, I know, was 
Physics, taught by an ex-Marine who gave me another dirty look when I walked 
in, one akin to that from the Gym teacher who was also the football coach. None 
of the other students had long hair; mine was reaching my shoulders and wasn't 
about to be cut. Plus, I was wearing ragged jeans, I am sure, and boots of some 
sort. And a colorful shirt not at all in keeping with the conservative norms of the 
town. 
For some reason, I was taking two English classes; one was an Honors 
course that had a film component. The teacher, that first day, announced to us that 
the greatest movie ever made was Citizen Kane. I had never heard of it (my days 
as a discerning film aficionado were ahead of me, quite clearly). The teacher, a 
large man who exuded frustration, seemed to me to be something of a blowhard. 
The teacher of my other English class, on the other hand, was a small woman who 
seemed quite kind, though I would soon find she could be as obtuse as anyone else 
in that small, insular community. 
At some point during the day, I observed where the smokers drifted to, most-
ly to the wings of the auditorium, which was dark. I joined them. 
In the morning, I had taken the bus to school, but the way was all downhill 
and I thought that I would probably walk most mornings, or hitchhike. I had never 
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before gone to school by bus, had hardly ever been on a school bus, so it was a 
new experience, but one that would, I could tell right away, quickly get old. I don't 
remember how I got home, but I doubt it was by bus. 
Some of the other seniors had their own cars, which they buzzed around 
campus after school. But I didn't know any of them and, from what I was seeing 
(and hearing: their cars were loud), wasn't sure I wanted to. 
The year ahead, I could tell, was going to be hard to endure, especially as I 
explored this new person I was becoming. 
I had no idea just how hard it would prove. 
 
And I had no idea what a failure I would be at it. 
At the start of my senior year in high school, I was an arrogant son-of-a-
bitch who wasn’t going to let the mediocrities of small-town America push me 
around or shape me into their corrupt vision of a citizen. Crazily enough, I was 
imagining myself as an Ayn Rand hero—though I loathed Rand. I had become an 
obnoxious brat who thought the small hardships he had faced gave him currency 
for the fight against oppression. 






September 7, 1968: Francois Truffaut 
 
Though I had no way of knowing it, I was beginning to map out steps toward 
Cultural Studies that fall. I wouldn’t make that my professional focus until more 
than three decades had passed, but I was starting to look at things like movies and 
books in new ways, not as a critic but as one curious about how they fit into the 
cultures that embraced them. Already, though I had yet to encounter Clement 
Greenberg’s kitsch-versus-avant-garde dichotomy, it would already have seemed 
beside the point. That point, to me, was why did I like one thing and not another? 
The emotional and even intellectual response was in me, was not part of the art or 
drawn solely from the art—that much I was sure of—and I was, I knew, a chang-
ing product of a culture itself constantly evolving. A reliable judge I was not. 
Fascinating, I thought. I still do. 
 
One of my earliest experiences on the Hamilton College campus during my 
senior year in high school was my first encounter with the movies of Francois 
Truffaut. It must have been almost exactly this day in September, fifty years ago, 
and the movie was Shoot the Piano Player. Today, it's not my favorite Truffaut, by 
far; then, it knocked my socks off. It played with even the idea of film making that 
startled me and opened my eyes in ways I had never considered possible. 
I don't think I had ever before seen a foreign film—outside of one single Ser-
gio Leone spaghetti western in Switzerland, which had also been my first experi-
ence with subtitles (though in French, German and Italian, not English). I didn't 
know there were different ways the screen image could be approached or that hu-
mor needn't only be in the jokes. 
Most of my experience of movies outside of television had come during the 
two years I had lived in Atlanta. In those days, I could hop on my bike after school 
and pedal down to the Emory Theater where, for a quarter, I could watch a late-
afternoon matinee. I saw a lot of movies there, but the quality (I would learn now) 
wasn't very high. I watched Elvis Presley movies, Jerry Lewis movies and Rock 
Hudson movies. I didn't care if they were any good or not, I just loved movies—
and, almost as much, I loved the theater itself, being almost alone in it, sinking 
into the cushy seats and losing myself in the expanse of screenery in front of me. 
I can remember in vivid detail most every one of the movies I saw at the 
Emory theater, including such wonders as Kid Galahad, an Elvis Presley movie as 
ridiculous as it was incomprehensible to a ten-year-old. Equally as obscure to me 
was the Doris Day and Rock Hudson vehicle Lover Come Back, but that didn't 
matter to me at all. I wasn't looking for meaning, anyway, which was why I could 
also enthuse over something as inane as Jerry Lewis's It's Only Money. These 
movies gave me the understanding, so important to my work in cultural studies 
today, that it is not simply the films that are important, but the viewing experience. 
From 1963 to 1966, I hardly saw any movies at all. There were no theaters 
nearby when I attended Arthur Morgan School in western North Carolina and, in 
Thailand, there was just too much else to do. Later, in Holland, Michigan, I did 
occasionally catch a film, but I was no longer quite so enamored with what I was 
seeing. Besides, I was reading more than ever and constantly listening to music. 
Hamilton had a number of student-run film societies. They quickly blew into 
flames my damped interest in movies. It would take me years to catch up with my 
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contemporary film enthusiasts, for there were no VCRs or DVDs in those days, 
but catch up I eventually would. 
One of my English teachers at school showed us Citizen Kane and raved 
about it. I liked it, but the film society that had screened Shoot the Piano Player 
had, after that, shown The 400 Blows. The freeze-frame at the end of that had 
rocked me more than anything in the Welles film, and I began to develop the con-
ceit that European movies are vastly superior to American ones (a conceit I would 
quash, but not for a few years). Soon, I was also watching Fellini's 8-1/2. I don't 
think I understood much of it, but I loved the viewing. There was something abso-
lutely delicious, I found, about the construction of each scene in it. 
Perhaps what I liked best about 8-1/2 was that it brought me back to the 
viewing state I'd been in during those years in Atlanta. Once again, the experience 
of the film was divorced from the meaning: I had no idea what was going on, but I 
didn't care. I just wanted to watch the movie, and over and over again. What's 
more, the experiences of the character played by Marcello Mastroianni seemed, 
somehow, to mirror my own film-viewing. 
My taste, though, hadn't yet expanded much. One of my other favorites this 
fall in 1968 was a Czechoslovakian movie called Lemonade Joe or the Horse 
Opera, a farce that I thought was one of the funniest things I had ever seen. View-
ing it again some years later, I discovered that, well, it's not a very good movie. Or 
even funny. 
In my defense, the movies in American theaters just then were particularly 
uninspiring—and I had to hitchhike the ten miles into Utica if I wanted to see any 
new movies at all. Fortunately, With Six You Get Eggroll, Hang 'Em High and 
Funny Girl were not particularly of interest to me. They certainly didn't merit the 
hour or so that one had to expect each way (hitchhiking, even in the US, was easy 
back then; for short stretches, you hardly had to wait at all). 
Though I'm unsure of the memory, I think there were movies on the college 
campus three nights a week thanks to the various film societies. Few of them were 
Hollywood films; many were of the French New Wave: Goddard, for example. 
Perhaps, even, among those I first encounter that fall were the two movies that I 
admire most today, The Nights of Cabiria and The Grand Illusion. I don't remem-
ber when I first saw the former but I do think my first encounter with the latter was 
in the makeshift theaters of one of the film societies. 
Later in my own college career, movies shown on campus influenced me 
greatly—even in graduate school where there were movies of all different sorts 
shown pretty much nightly.  
Thanks to improved possibilities for home viewing of movies, the prevalence 
of film showings on campus has decreased. This is unfortunate. On my own, or 
even flipping through television channels or "on demand" possibilities, I don't 
think I ever would have chosen to watch many of the films that are now close to 
my heart. And I would never be able to understand the romance of the movie 
house. 
 
That I do understand the romance of the movie house is, as I explain in this 
post, the great gift I received from the Emory Theater. Great art is created as 
much by context as content, which was the genius of the grand movie theaters of 
the period between the world wars. They, as much as the films themselves, created 
 
299 
film culture and, though they are almost all gone, they still affect American cul-
ture’s feelings toward movies today. The large screen is not simply size but setting. 
I learned this in the fall of 1968 when I started seeing films in a variety of places, 
from coffeehouses to relics of a bygone age of grandeur. 
Not surprisingly, my first book, on home viewing of movies, draws heavily 
from things I had started to realize almost forty years before I began work on it.  






September 10, 1968: Jobs 
 
For a high-school student in 1968, a job was a matter of pride. At least it 
was among the people I knew. We liked working, even if we were just bagging 
groceries and carrying them to cars (I would do that, the next summer). The pay 
was always minimum wage, but we weren’t trying to support ourselves, let alone a 
family. We were the lowest employees, subject to the whims of those more senior 
and, when dealing with the public, of customers. But we liked even the paper hats 
we wore behind food counters. 
Working, certainly when you don’t have to, can even be fun. 
 
The number of jobs I had this fall fifty years ago seems, when I look back on 
it, impossible for a kid who was going to school, reading constantly, exploring a 
new environment and drinking like a fish. Oh, and, as we shall see, smoking as 
much dope as he could get his hands on (little though that might have been). 
Almost immediately, on arrival at our new home in Clinton, NY, I began 
seeking an after-school job. My parents weren't about to offer me an allowance 
any longer (they hadn't for some time) and I wouldn't have asked for one, anyhow. 
By senior year in high school, I felt, one should be earning one's own pocket mon-
ey. I wasn't the only one; Many kids had some sort of job, some saving for cars, 
some for college and some, like me, simply wanting to be able to spend without 
restriction. Who wanted just to spend. 
I don't know when I got what job, but there were three major ones, mostly at 
the same time. I worked in the Hamilton College student union (for the first few 
minutes in the bowling alley but quickly moving to grill chef). second, working for 
the local newspaper, the Clinton Courier, as a printer's devil. And, third, going 
door to door as, of all things, a Fuller Brush salesperson. "Salesman," in those 
days. 
I don't think I worked even a single full shift in the bowling alley. I wanted 
to; the idea of seeing what goes on behind the lanes intrigued me. But help was 
needed at the grill and I was asked if I could flip burgers. I could, and the deep 
fryer proved no problem, either. It took me a few moments to master the process 
of making milk shakes using the particular machines there, but I managed. And I 
was quick. As a result, that is where I stayed. 
I don't remember how many hours a week I worked at the student-union grill, 
but I suspect it was about ten—or a few fewer. I liked it, I liked the feel of the 
apron, its strings doubled around my waist, liked the sizzle of the grill as I slapped 
the pre-formed hamburger patties on it, the whir of the mixer and the bubbling of 
the fryer. I liked it when there would be a crowd, a line of people waiting for their 
orders while I worked as quickly as I could. They were patient as long as I moved 
fast and with a smile. I even liked scrubbing the grill at closing time and washing 
down the filters above it. 
Still, I didn't like it quite as much as I did working for the Clinton Courier. 
Most of what I had to do at the newspaper was old hat for me (I had been working 
in print shops since I was eleven)—except for making stereotypes and Linotype 
pigs. This was an extremely old-fashioned shop run by brothers who were smart 
but complacent: They had a nice thing going, and they knew it and weren't about 
to change anything. On press day (the paper was a weekly), the other high-
 
302 
schooler who worked there and I ran the folder once the sheets had come off the 
large flatbed press that dominated the shop. Other than that, I could generally be 
found behind the stairs where there was a cauldron for melting pied type (that is, 
type jumbled together, either to be sorted back into jobs cases or, as I was doing, 
melted down). I would turn on the flame beneath it, melt the lead, and scoop some 
of it into the hopper atop the stereotype machine, fit a papier-mâché form into its 
space and then let hot lead drain down against the form where it would harden into 
a sheet that, after I had routed out the unwanted bumps on a machine behind the 
stereotype equipment, could be mounted into a chase during the make-up process 
for printing. There was a bit more to it but that's the gist of it. 
When there were no stereotype plates to create, i would pour hot lead into 
iron casings for creation of the pigs for the Linotype machines, bars of lead with a 
large hole at one end for insertion of the hook on a chain used to lower them into a 
pot for melting, once again, attached to the Linotype machine itself. Though I nev-
er operated a Linotype machine, I did to clean the spacers on the ones at the paper 
with graphite each night that I worked. 
Though I rarely got to use my older printing skills, I liked the job. But it, al-
so, only required a few hours a week, ten to twelve, I think. As I had expenses for 
books, records and beer, I needed more money than this, and flipping burgers, was 
bringing. 
So, I also sold Fuller Brushes door-to-door. 
I made quite a few sales in the first days after I got my kit: No one had ser-
viced the area for some time and the products were popular, many people simply 
reordering what they had bought from salesmen even years earlier. Naïve, I 
thought it would continue that way, but I quickly tapped out my assigned area and 
started to realize why no one had taken it for some time before me: there was only 
a limited market. Demand had grown with no salesmen (and they were all male, in 
those days) coming around but it had never been strong enough to sustain even the 
desires of a high-schooler. After the initial bump, it proved a lot of work for a con-
tinually dwindling return. 
Between the three jobs, though, I made enough to keep me happy. And I had 
enough free time, even working all of them, to do just about anything I wanted. If I 
could do that once I had graduated from high school, I thought, why would I both-
er to go to college? 
Ha! 
I had a lot to learn. 
 
Working was so much fun, no matter what… so who needed college? Just 
earn enough to be able to move away from the parents. We kids felt we could be 
self-sufficient with our current skills and believed we could prove it. We wanted to 
create paths to the future different from those laid out for us but were too naïve to 
understand that the alternative we proposed to take was as well established as the 




September 14, 1968: Disbelief 
 
One of the reasons it took me until my fifties to realize I wanted to be a 
teacher is that the vast majority of those I encountered in the profession weren’t. 
They were petty autocrats who had found people they could easily dominate. It 
wasn’t until I realized that I didn’t have to teach that way that I began to think of a 
career in education. As with many, that realization began with Paolo Freire’s 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed, which I admired the first time I read it in the 1980s—
though, I wasn’t then ready to take on permanent responsibility for classrooms at 
that time. 
 
Just about fifty years ago this day (I don't know exactly), I turned in a first 
paper to the teacher of one of my English classes. The topic had been the standard 
"What did you do last summer" that teachers in those days used as something of a 
diagnostic, a piece of writing that gave them a chance to judge the interests, levels 
and abilities of their students. I knew nothing about that, of course. 
I don't remember how many pages the paper was meant to be, but I quickly 
recognized I would have to concentrate on only one incident from the past sum-
mer. Not surprisingly, I chose to recount the difficult day I'd experienced leaving 
Czechoslovakia about two weeks before the Russians invaded. It made a good 
story on its own (it had a clear progression from beginning to middle to end and 
had vivid characters), didn't make me look too foolish and dealt with current 
events. Though I don't remember specifically, I suspect I typed it: I am almost 
certain I did, for I had reached the point where I did not like writing anything by 
hand. In fact, I doubt I turned in anything written outside of the classrooms them-
selves as anything but typescript that year. Actually, I probably typed the paper 
twice: I had already started to learn to revise, though I was still an execrable proof-
reader. 
My teacher, a very nice but extremely provincial (I know now) woman, 
wrote a comment on it and turned the paper back to me without a grade: She told 
me to tell the truth and stop making things up.  
I was mortified. 
That was a telling moment in my education; it has influenced my classroom 
behavior ever since, and in ways that continue to surprise me. At the very least, it 
is the cornerstone of my belief that a teacher necessarily listens to students with an 
open mind, saving judgment for later. 
Imagine: you are sixteen, in a new school, look different from everyone else 
and yet you are as desperate as any sixteen-year-old to fit in. You are asked to 
write about an experience of yours. You do, putting in lots of time in order to get it 
right, revising it and thinking about how best to present the story. 
In fact, though you don't know it, you are proceeding like a professional 
writer. You are putting effort and care into the writing. 
Then, the teacher tosses it back at you, telling you it's not even yours. For 
some students, it's worse, an accusation of outright plagiarism; for me, it was 
simply the assumption that I must have made it all up. 
Over the years, I've heard extraordinary stories from my students. One, who 
had missed the first two weeks of classes in the fall of 2010, told me, when he 
finally showed up, that he was sorry, that even though he had struggled to get to 
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school on time, he had been unable to. Before I responded, I had sense enough to 
hear him out. It turns out that he had walked through flooded areas of Pakistan (his 
home country) for five days before reaching transportation that could take him to 
Islamabad where he was eventually able to arrange for a new ticket to New York 
(he had missed his scheduled flight, of course). I had been about to give him some 
pompous lecture on showing up on time before I decided to shut up and listen, and 
I'm glad I held back. He eventually earned a master’s degree in Computer Science 
and enrolled in a doctoral program (which I believe he has completed). 
Most lives are much more interesting than most people, even composition 
teachers, ever know. I had a girlfriend once who, among even more unusual activi-
ties, killed a deer when she was ten—with a .410 shotgun. One student of mine 
watched her brother drown at a New York beach while life guards desperately 
tried to reach him. There are plenty of things in every life even more unusual. The 
only reason most of us don't hear these stories is that the people they happened to 
don't often have the skills or interests for the storytelling that holds the attention of 
others. Or, they have been shot down for trying. 
That's what we, who teach writing, often don't understand. The stories are 
there, in everyone. Our job is to help them unleash them. We can't do that when 
we jump too quickly to accusing our students of fakery. Yes, plagiarism and other 
forms of "academic dishonesty" are common, but we do not stymie these by jump-
ing to conclusions. 
I can feel the reaction of any one of my more cynical colleagues. Standing 
with hip jutting, arm akimbo, telling me not to be naïve, that we need to assume 
that we are being lied to; I would be laughed at. "Don't trust your students." 
Sorry, but I can't teach that way. I detect cheating by knowing my students 
and their writing abilities, by paying attention to them rather than by suspecting 
them. 
Mrs. B.—I remember her name, suddenly, but have no reason to share the 
whole of it—was kind and well-meaning—perhaps the only of my teachers at 
Clinton Central who was—but she had been teaching for so long that, I am sure, 
she felt she had heard and seen everything. I'm certain she looked at my paper, 
snorted, and said, "This kid is trying to pull a fast one." To her credit, she did not 
fail me on the paper but simply asked that I turn in another one, sticking to the 
truth. 
Frankly, I don't remember how this situation played out. Mrs. B and I must 
have talked, but I don't think I wrote anything else or changed what I had written 
already. What was memorable to me was that first rejection, the prima facie as-
sumption that anything as unusual as my story of trains and rain and guns must be 
untrue. 
At about this time, I first ran across Jerry Farber's essay from the Los Angeles 
Free Press "The Student As Nigger." It resonated in me; I cherished it as a state-
ment of what I was feeling, even at the hands of teachers as well-meaning as Mrs. 
B. 
 
I’m sorry the Farber essay is no longer allowed currency due to its title. It 
was given that to shock, not from racist intent, but that no longer matters. The 
word carries a history of hatred and anger, and so it needs to go. Yes, some other 
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word should have been chosen for a variety of reasons, not the least being that it 
deserves continuing consideration. 
There’s a huge difference between a student and an oppressed African Amer-
ican, obviously, but the position of “student” is no enviable one and too many 







September 19, 1968: Marijuana! 
 
The prime attraction of pot, for me, was that it was, to say the least, frowned 
upon. We were living in a time of deep alienation, on the part of many of the 
young, from authority figures. Doing something as harmless and enjoyable as 
smoking dope was an easy way to imagine we were doing something daring or 
even revolutionary.  
But we were fooling ourselves as we toked up: we were doing nothing that 
furthered anything but our senses of ourselves as different from our parents and 
even from our older brothers and sisters. 
 
The one kid I met whom I really became friends with during my year at Clin-
ton Central High school fifty years ago this fall was, like me, a new face at the 
school. I don't remember where he had been living, but he had returned to Clinton 
after some years away and was staying, I think, with an aunt. I do remember his 
name (unusual, after so much time has passed), but I won't use it. We have not 
been in contact since high school and I have no reason to intrude on his life. So, I 
will just call him a made-up "Randy." 
We got to know each other over the first weeks of school while playing hide-
and-seek with school authorities. Neither of us accepted the virtue of attending 
study hall when not in class or even of staying on campus when not involved in 
school activities. Also, we were both smokers, something we could do off campus, 
though the right to leave was denied us. Or we could sneak into the auditorium or 
the restrooms or a few other overlooked spots—not comfortable places to smoke 
and also against the rules. Generally, we preferred to leave campus, but we had to 
be careful: If we were spotted, we would be hauled back and penalized. 
Oddly enough, as I would learn over the semester, the punishment was sus-
pension from school, which included a get-out-of-jail card we could show truant 
officers and that had no impact on our grades. I've never liked punishment so well. 
But back to the story.... 
We quickly mastered the game in and around the school building and gener-
ally triumphed. I suspect we even rather enjoyed it, especially as we learned the 
consequences. Off campus, it is true, we would have to keep an eye out for the 
local truant officer, a concept I thought of as an anachronism, but we generally 
went unnoticed—both of us wore longish hair and our college style of dress made 
us look more like Hamilton College students than refugees from the local high 
school. 
At lunchtime one day, soon into the fall semester, Randy and I wandered 
over to his house which wasn't very far from the school. In his bedroom, he asked 
if I'd like to smoke a little weed. I said, "Sure!" This was something I'd been want-
ing to do for some time but had yet to find the opportunity. I didn't tell Randy this, 
insinuating instead that I was quite familiar with what we were about to do. 
I watched with almost clinical interest as he pulled out a shoe box with a 
baggie of marijuana, a screen and a pack of rolling papers within. I already knew 
how to roll cigarettes and sometimes did so, preferring the Dutch shag tobacco I 
had been introduced to in Europe. But rolling a joint, I saw, was a little different. 
The marijuana was drier than tobacco and needed to be broken up with seeds and 
stems removed (the purpose of the piece of screen). Also, it did not hold together 
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the way tobacco did so had to be rolled much more carefully, the ends twisted to 
keep the precious weed from sliding out. The process took a few minutes; I could 
roll a tobacco cigarette in a matter of 30 seconds or less. 
Randy finished the operation, carefully replaced everything but the joint in 
his shoe box, put it away and then lit up the joint and held the smoke in while 
passing the weed to me. I toked, imitating him, holding the smoke in as long as I 
could before slowly expelling it as I handed the joint back to him. Almost immedi-
ately, I could feel the effect, but took another hit and then another. 
Randy asked, "Are you off yet?" At first, thinking he meant had I come down 
from the high, I kept shaking my head. He pulled out the shoe box again and had 
started to roll another joint before I understood that I had the meaning backwards. 
I said, "Yup, I'm high" as he passed the new joint to me and I flicked open my 
Zippo and ignited one twisted end. We both laughed, doubling over but stopping 
in order to keep toking. 
Damn, but this was good. 
Both of us had afternoon classes so we walked back to school after a bit, try-
ing to keep ourselves from collapsing with laughter. We snuck back in easily 
enough and split up to head toward our respective classrooms, each trying to keep 
control of our expressions. 
Not surprisingly, what followed was an afternoon that was both bizarre and 
memorable. Everything seemed, well, heightened and somehow elongated.  
This was, I think, the only time that I went to school stoned. The buzz made 
the place too real, the last thing I wanted from something meant to help me escape. 
I had made the decision to forgo attending classes high in the future by the time I 
left school that afternoon. 
Even so, I would smoke dope fairly regularly for the next few years, though I 
always preferred to drink beer—doing both, I think, was a cherished possibility 
but one that rarely arose. Eventually, though, I got bored with the weed, finding 
much more solace in a good drunk. 
Aside from the high itself, the main attraction of weed was the thrill of get-
ting away with something, from the clandestine purchase of a ten-dollar baggie 
(about an ounce) after a dip in to see that the quality lived up to expectations, to 
walking into a school dance as high as the balloons that bounced against the gym 
ceiling. 
There was also a sort of secret fraternity growing up around the millions of 
new dope smokers. We could tell each other at a glance and grew quite adept at 
identifying the undercover cops, or narcs, who tried to work their way inside. They 
just never got things right, the narcs didn't, from the lingo to the clothes. 
At that point, the authorities were clueless as to how to deal with this new 
phenomenon. I remember attending a mandatory session on drugs led by a local 
cop. He showed us a couple of joints, passing them around. Instead of getting two 
back, he got six. This, I've discovered, was a common trick. 
By the mid-seventies, though, my intake of marijuana had tapered to almost 
nothing. By the time another decade had passed, it was rare that I smoked weed 
even once in a year. Though I haven't smoked any dope at all in, probably, thirty 
years, I never thought I had any problem with the idea of it, anything at all against 
it. So, I was puzzled at my reaction when, while visiting Washington State last 
year, I stopped into a store selling marijuana products and paraphernalia. I was 
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distinctly uncomfortable as I examined items that had once been part of my daily 
life, from bongs to rolling papers and far beyond. Something in me, all of those 
years ago, must have been glad to leave marijuana behind. Something in me today 
is glad I did. 
 
Does the current opioid crisis have anything to do with the exploding popu-
larity of marijuana and LSD in the sixties? There’s certainly one connection: 
money. The reason for the failure of the so-called ‘war on drugs’ is that the busi-
ness is just too lucrative. And we’ve discovered that desire for money pushes too 
many to take risks that no penalties make too high.  
We’re starting to come to terms with marijuana in the United States, rather 
than suppressing it, letting large corporations turn desire for it into legitimate 
cash. Is that going to be better? Could it lead to more sensible dealings with other 
drugs? 






September 24, 1968: Dr. John 
 
I recently discovered a connection between two childhood heroes, Jimmie 
Rodgers and Will Rodgers, both of whom had been dead for more than a decade 
when I was born. Though one was a singer and the other a humorist, they toured 
together in 1931 to raise relief money for the Red Cross during the Great Depres-
sion. That brought to mind John Steinbeck and, of course, Woody Guthrie. 
Every place and every era is filled with connections we have yet to discover. 
That’s what makes research into even things we already know so exciting, for it 
proves that we don’t know as much as we think, keeping us both humble and hun-
gry for more. 
 
The first time I listened to the "Dr. John, the Night Tripper" album Gris-Gris, 
I held the record cover in my hands, staring at it hard as I listened. Though the 
songs, for the most part, seemed to be by someone called Dr. John Creaux, there 
was also an indication of copyright ownership on the record itself, giving the name 
of someone named Mac Rebennack. I quickly decided that must be Dr. John's real 
name.  
This was great stuff; what else could I learn? 
I was already loving the album and wanted to find out as much as I could 
about this Dr. John character and the Mac Rebennack behind him. This was like 
nothing I had ever heard before and, as usual, I wanted to explore. 
It must have been just about exactly fifty years ago this day when I was lis-
tening to that record at the house of a new friend, the one I called "Randy" in a 
previous post, also a new student at the high school and also an outsider by choice 
and exclusion. He had introduced me to the pleasures of marijuana and now was 
opening new musical avenues to me. I remain grateful. 
As soon as I heard the start of "Gris-Gris Gumbo Ya Ya," I knew that what I 
was listening to was as much show as music; I understood the somewhat sophisti-
cated underlying patterns as much as the foregrounded silliness. And I loved them 
both. The album's first lyrics made me laugh with delight: 
They call me, Dr. John, The Night Tripper, 
Got my satchel of gris-gris in my hand, 
I didn't have to know anything about gris-gris (which I would actually learn a 
great deal about twenty years later, when I lived in West Africa) to know that 
these lines were absolute nonsense—but they were fun. The icing on the cake was 
that it came atop intricate percussion and sly backing vocals. 
Of course, 1968 was a time of show: Look back at the clothes young people 
like me were wearing: Being outrageous was a part of the zeitgeist. Without even 
knowing it, I had developed an appreciation for the deliberately (and safely, if you 
want to know the truth) outrageous. 
At that time, I knew nothing about Cajun culture or the music of Louisiana, 
particularly New Orleans. On my own, I would certainly have mispronounced 
"gris gris," a concept, as I said, I had never encountered just as I hardly knew what 
a "bayou" was. I had never heard of Zydeco music or even the New Orleans sound 
of Professor Longhair (an influence on Dr. John and, it turned out, 33 years old 
than me, to the day). As close as I had ever come to anything even remotely relat-
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ed to any of this music was Hank Williams' song "Jambalaya," which I had long 
liked even though I had no idea, really, what it was about. 
Three years later, ultimately because of Dr. John, I would discover Zydeco 
musician Clifton Chenier, whose label, Arhoolie Records, had been founded by 
Chris Strachwitz (who I corresponded with a few times while I was in college) and 
which introduced me, in turn, to a raft of southern blues musicians, including 
Mance Lipscomb and Mississippi Fred McDowell. I loved this kind of thread, one 
taking me from one thing to another, still do. It is the heart of the research that I 
enjoy most. 
Musically, what struck me most strongly when I first listened to Gris-Gris 
was the work of the rhythm section which was led by percussionist Harold Battiste 
and drummer John Boudreaux (who had a connection to Ellis Marsalis, a pianist 
who was backed, when I saw him in January 2019, by another excellent New Or-
leans drummer, Herlin Riley, who had long played with Marsalis's son Wynton—
another example of the kind of thread I love to unravel). 
In a way, because of its rhythm section, Gris-Gris presented perfect stoner 
music for 1968, especially the final song on the album, "I Walk on Guilded Splin-
ters." The repetitions throughout this song (and in most of the others, actually) 
with their slight variations, from the lyrics on down to the subtle percussive ac-
cents, made this perfect listening when lazing in a marijuana haze. 
It is quite likely, of course, that I was high when I first heard the album. 
And, sure, Dr. John was trying to exploit the youth movement and pop music 
of the day, though he would not really succeed until "Right Place, Wrong Time" 
hit the charts in 1973. But, right from the start, I could tell this was a musician 
who clearly knew what he was about and who, I would later discover, had ample 
skill on the keyboard (though he didn't use it much on this album). 
Though I would not follow his career closely after his second album, Baby-
lon, I have always respected Dr. John as a musician and as an entertainer and am 
grateful for his having pointed me in musical directions I hadn't before even imag-
ined existed. 
This experience is why I have never had much time for those who turn up 
their noses at pop music or at musicians who "demean" themselves for popular 
success. Taste evolves, especially in young people, and Dr. John had more impact 
on the evolution of my own than did many musicians I liked better at the time. He 
didn't know it, but he was a teacher. The Who and the Jefferson Airplane (Hot 
Tuna, which came out of it, though, was a different story) were bands I loved, but 
they never sent me down new musical trails. 
And that is always special. 
 
We like to construct walls around our knowledge. When we reach the limits 
of where we have decided our interests and expertise are, we stop. Few of us have 
any interest in going down roads we don’t already know or, certainly, in creating 
our own roads. We want to be experts, the ones in the know, not learners. The 
connections we can discover make it easier to overcome that, providing little sign-
posts from the known to the unknown, expanding our reach and our knowledge. 




September 28, 1968: The "Guidance" Counselor 
 
You don’t get angry at kids. Certainly not if you are an educator. That’s like 
a doctor annoyed at a patient or a lawyer at a client. It’s not professional. 
Though I had no idea of ever becoming a teacher, I was learning lessons that 
would serve me well once I did embark on that career—and this is perhaps the 
most important one. Today, I have colleagues who slap their desks in frustration 
over students in hoodies who refuse to look them in the eye or who hold particular 
political views the (generally liberal) professor finds anathema. They want to pun-
ish students caught cheating, to hurt them and banish them rather than working to 
change them. 
Oh, I have had my moments, too, and they still make me wince. But I see no 
profit in a battle with a student. We’re supposed to be on the same side. Harsh-
ness, if used at all, needs to be well considered, even strategic. There has to be a 
goal in mind, one that moves the student along in her or his education. 
 
One morning, just about fifty years ago this day, all of the seniors at Clinton 
Central High School, about thirty or forty of us, were herded into the school cafe-
teria (or some such room) where we were given pencil stubs and forms to fill in. I 
had no idea what for. 
When I asked, I was told it was so we could take an exam that might lead to a 
Regents scholarship, should we go to college in New York State.  
News to me. 
Not only did I not want to go to college at that point, but I was sure I was in-
eligible for any New York scholarship, having lived in the state for just about one 
month. When told I had to do it anyway, I shrugged and turned to the form, filling 
in the little bubbles and putting down my pencil after about five minutes. It was so 
standard that I could have completed it in my sleep. 
For some reason, though, my classmates were having trouble with it. The 
guidance counselor at the front of the room and the teachers circling around the 
room had to lead them through line by line, almost letter by letter, and were clearly 
exasperated by the questions and confusion in the room. 
As was I. 
One of the questions was "Are you a U.S. citizen?" I had filled in the little 
"yes" box but, sitting and listening to all of this and thinking about the state of the 
country (from my point of view, it has never been worse—until the post-2016 era), 
I erased my pencil mark and wrote in "unfortunately." 
I figured my little act of rebellion against the current state of affairs wouldn't 
amount to much. After all, I wasn't going to win a scholarship and, I rationalized, 
we needed to keep on the pressure if we were going to have the power to turn 
things around. At the end of the hour, I turned in my form with the rest and went 
up to Physics class not realizing how stupid I'd been. 
We hadn't been there long when the intercom rang. The teacher picked it up 
and immediately held the receiver away from his ear. The person on the other end 
was yelling. After he had hung up, the teacher told me to go down to the guidance 
counselor's office—now. 
What followed was one of the more bizarre episodes of my young life. The 
guidance counselor yelled at me for more than an hour, getting angrier and angrier 
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as his words refused to penetrate. He told me he would be beating me, were it not 
illegal. At one point, he said I should be grateful for the draft, for the chance to go 
to Vietnam, for his father had come from Italy, escaping military service there 
during World War I. Surprisingly, I had sense enough not to argue back but simply 
let him yell. 
After an hour, he called my mother—and got even madder, if that were pos-
sible. When he asked what he should do with me, she told him to let me return to 
class and that what had happened was none of her business. She was actively in-
volved in the antiwar movement (as was my father) and, though she certainly 
knew that what I had done was stupid, she also saw the humor in the guidance 
counselor's overreaction. 
Eventually, when he could think of nothing more to say, the guidance coun-
selor let me go. I thought that was the end of it. 
It wasn't, of course. I didn't understand that people filled with anger and, 
grasping a little power, always use it, ethical considerations notwithstanding. And 
I did not realize the impact such a person could have on a young life. 
I took the regents scholarship exam (I had no choice; we all took it) and, sur-
prisingly, won a scholarship. Actually, I was the alternate, but that didn't matter. I 
shrugged it off, but I am sure it triggered more anger within the guidance counse-
lor. I know it did. 
Now, I didn't really want to go to college, but I had no alternative plan. There 
weren't jobs for printers of the type I'd been trained to be, and I was beginning to 
realize I did not want a career as a short-order chef. So, I applied to five colleges, 
working with that same guidance counselor on the applications—he being the only 
person available.  
He hid his distaste for me well. He told me I had excellent chances of getting 
into all of the schools I had applied to. 
He was lying; he had made certain I wouldn't. 
My grades were not good, my SAT scores unspectacular, but I expected to 
get into college somewhere based on my unusual background and experiences. 
And, after all, I had applied to a spread of schools and knew I had written strong 
essays and had interviewed well. However, in early April, I got five rejection let-
ters. 
This stunned my parents and bothered them more than it did me. My father, 
as a result of his wide-ranging career, had contacts at each of the schools that had 
rejected me. He used those contacts to find out what had happened, getting infor-
mation that, in those days of jealously guarded privacy, was not normally available 
outside of admissions offices. 
Each admissions folder, it turned out, contained a letter over the signature of 
the principal of Clinton Central High School (but written, I was later able to dis-
cover, by the guidance counselor) telling the college to reject my application. I 
was a troublemaker, it said, and didn't deserve the opportunity to go to college. 
As a result, I ended up starting college at Utica College of Syracuse Universi-
ty, a nearby primarily commuter college (though I boarded) that was able to let me 
in at the last moment. After a year-and-a-half there, I took a semester off and then 
enrolled in a couple of classes the next summer at Brooklyn College (my parents, 
in the meantime, having moved to New York City) before going as a transfer out 
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to the marvelous Beloit College in Wisconsin, where I graduated almost on time 
(in August, not May, of 1973). 
Though, until 2004, my career as an educator was rather spotty (I had taught, 
at various times, at a couple of Quaker secondary schools, had spent two years as a 
full-time college professor on a Fulbright fellowship in West Africa, and had 
taught part-time at a variety of colleges at one time or another over the years—but 
had never made teaching a real career), one thing was consistent: No matter what a 
student had done in the past, I tried not to hold a grudge but supported each as 
fully as I could. 
Still do. 
Perhaps I learned something in high school after all. 
 
This past summer, I had a student in a writing class who clearly disliked me. 
To her, a slim, young Jamaican woman, this fat old white man may have repre-
sented only what she has had to suffer through in school. And had to suffer again. 
She did her work, though, and did it well. Even when I asked her to revise, she did 
so, though with clear disdain for me. She earned her high grade and got it. 
A few weeks after the end of the summer session, I was asked for a recom-
mendation for a tutor to work with students in the First Year Composition se-
quence she had now completed. I put forward her name. She was contacted and 
hired. I hope she feels that what happened was simply her due, for it was. As long 
as she continues to perform well, she can think of me what she will. 






October 7, 1968: “I Love You, Alice B. Toklas” 
 
A rising debate in the United States, initiated, it seems, by those in high 
school and college, is whether or not the baby boomers bear responsibility for the 
rapidly deteriorating situation of earth’s environment today. Most people my age 
say you can’t blame an entire generation—but I’m not quite so sure. Many of us 
spoke a good line, but few of us have actually lived it. 
There used to be people who put conviction before comfort and convenience. 
I knew some of them, growing up. They lived near-poverty existences in order to, 
say, not pay war taxes. Or they put the good of the organization they worked for 
ahead of their own advancement, taking minimal salaries so that more money 
could go toward reaching group goals. No one that I know of does that anymore. 
Not me, either. 
Do we shoulder responsibility due to our interest in ourselves? 
Yah, I think we do. 
 
No other movie of 1968 more clearly illustrates the generation gap of the 
time than I Love You, Alice B. Toklas. 
But not in the way you might think. 
Yes, the generation gap—along with the drugs that represented it—was the 
subject of the movie, but the film, which was released this day fifty years ago, gets 
it all wrong. 
As did most everyone over thirty. 
I must admit that I, who was doing his level best to live Timothy Leary's 
"tune in, turn on, drop out," didn't see the movie until more than a decade had 
passed. I had no interest in it in 1968, for I knew that Hollywood hadn't a clue 
about the counterculture growing across the country and that I desperately wanted 
to be a part of. Were I to watch a ridiculous movie (and I often did), I certainly 
wouldn't have chosen that one. 
When I did see it, even though I anticipated it as simply a bit of nostalgic 
kitsch of the sort I love, I was appalled. 
Sure, back in the sixties I had learned to love Peter Sellers through The Pink 
Panther and A Shot in the Dark and even After the Fox (with its embarrassing 
theme song by the Hollies). And I was awed by his performances (he played a 
number of parts) in Dr. Strangelove, Or How I Learned to Stop Worrying and 
Love the Bomb. Sure, I was catching up with his earlier career, laughing my way 
through The Ladykillers and The Mouse That Roared. But this? Even to his young 
fans, this new movie had sounded like a horrible idea from the get-go. We didn’t 
go see it. 
All of us who considered ourselves part of the counterculture knew of the Al-
ice B. Toklas hash brownie recipe and many of us had laced brownie mixes with 
dope. It was no big thing and it wasn't particularly trippy—certainly not in the way 
portrayed in the movie (eat too many brownies and you were likely to simply fall 
asleep). Nor was Toklas herself, for that matter, any sort of a big deal to baby 
boomers. She and Gertrude Stein, after all, had first been hip in our grandparents' 
day. "A rose is a rose is a rose." Sure. A great phrase to ponder when you've first 
started getting stoned, but not something you would bother to pay attention to after 
a good night's sleep—or a second time around. 
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Our poets and writers were different: "In this room the heat pipes just 
cough/The country music station plays soft/But there's nothing really nothing to 
turn off." That could hold our attention. We were attuned, you might say, to a kind 
of silence not even Stein could capture (though some country music, perhaps, 
could). If we wanted sound, on the other (or maybe the same) hand, we wanted 
lots of it, from our musicians and from poets who sang, for example, of people 
"who lit cigarettes in boxcars boxcars boxcars racketing through snow toward 
lonesome farms in grandfather night." Or who charged full speed ahead with vi-
brating anger, "Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I’m through." The simplicity of tautol-
ogy, certainly, even in silence, was no longer part of the zeitgeist. "Ezra Pound and 
T. S. Eliot/Fighting in the captain’s tower/While calypso singers laugh at 
them/And fishermen hold flowers": That is how we saw the art and aesthetic con-
cerns of our grandparents' generation. It didn't interest us; we had no interest in 
who captained the boat, or who piloted it. 
On the other hand, as our parents had been busily ignoring the poets among 
their own younger contemporaries, ones like Ginsburg, we felt free to embrace 
them. 
Don't ask us for logic, not then. We had none. 
At the same time as we were resenting our parents, there were aspects to this 
generation gap that amused us no end: in school, our teachers said they wanted to 
relate to us and were constantly trying to touch us through works of rebellion writ-
ten to a slightly earlier time. They wanted us to read A Catcher in the Rye, for 
Christ's sake, a novel written before any of us was born. They thought Caulfield's 
"phony" plaint would resonate with us, but I, at least, saw Salinger's character as a 
useless and privileged nothing. You can't catch anyone, anyway, I felt; they had to 
be allowed to fall—or so I imagined we believed. 
Everyone older seemed to think they could identify our thinking, be they 
those teachers or book publishers, film producers or music moguls. They pandered 
to us, desperate not to lose the "youth audience" but were clueless as to what we 
were about. They had what Richard Fariña had called a "collectivized head" and 
assumed we did, too. 
Hell, we didn't know what was in our heads any more than they did but, at 
least, the heads were ours. How could they expect to know anything about us when 
we didn’t? Yet, for all of our fantasizing about individuality, we did in fact have 
that "collectivized head" we were running away from. It just hadn't shown itself 
yet. 
There is little that could summarize us easily—except that, as we have seen 
since, almost everything about us was simply show. There was little below the 
surface. At heart, we weren't really even that different from our parents, except 
that we hadn't gone through the twin hells of the Great Depression and the Second 
World War. 
And that we had had, up that point, no direction, no goal. 
The book that best exemplifies my generation's counterculture as it was in 
the sixties may be Fariña's own Been Down So Long It Looks Like Up to Me. 
Though set in 1957, it spoke directly to us baby boomers. We got its references to 
"Peggy Sue" and understood paregoric and venereal disease. Its chaos was our 
chaos, its meaning our own lack of meaning. Of course, we also loved Jack Ke-
rouac's On the Road, but it wasn't "our" book the way Farina's was. 
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We were a mess and, thanks to Dr. Spock, we were left alone to somehow 
clean ourselves up. Many of us did, of course, and, in the process, reverted to a 
much more conservative and money-driven lifestyle than we had first imagined for 
ourselves. Most of us realized we hadn't believed, anyway, in the drivel of our 
peers were spouting, that we, too, would rather have a nice career with a couple of 
cars and a fine house.  
We never admitted that we had always been hypocrites, but we were, we cer-
tainly were. 
***** 
There are lost souls among the young everywhere. Yes, there always have 
been and still are. But those of the baby boomer generation, to my young eyes, 
were both tragic and romantic, more so than most others—and I was one of them. I 
remember kids sleeping in alleyways (I've done so) and showing up on the steps of 
communes (did that, too) hoping for a hot meal and a warm bed and maybe a high. 
Near Clinton, a bunch of young Quakers finagled a rotting farmhouse from some-
one, named it New Swarthmore, and moved in. They were loving and confused, 
the boys facing the draft and unwilling to go—as I would be, in another year—and 
completely flummoxed by a system constantly threatening to upend their world—
and mine. Still, and I knew it at the time: They were pathetic. They brought their 
laundry to the houses of the members of the local Quaker meeting and did it there.  
“Pathetic,” did I say? Yes. 
But so was I. 
Some of us didn't make it out of the sixties, including at least one member of 
that commune. Some of us were permanently damaged, physically, mentally or 
both. We were children playing with fire.  
We knew it but didn't know how to stop. 
Romanticizing the counterculture was a fool’s game best played by those 
who were far removed from the dangers inherent in "dropping out," including such 
self-promoting frauds as Timothy Leary himself. Dabbling with drugs was fine for 
the rich—they could afford lawyers if captured and expert care if they went "too 
far." For others, there were real consequences: jail terms, addiction and death. Pre-
tending to be poor was fine if it were just a game: Many could simply go home 
when things got rough. But others could not. 
I had learned that distinction this past summer. 
For those others, life was permanently altered. And the changes, in them in-
dividually and in a society permanently altered, are still evident. 
 
Do we continually patronize the young? I mean, since World War II, have we 
Americans been doing so? I don’t think so. My baby-boomer generation pretty 
much insisted that our elders, who should have known better, treat us as though 
we were their equals when we, quite clearly, were not.  
We, though lacking the moral force of our parents’ generation, are patroniz-
ing a younger generation today increasingly upset about climate change, cheering 
them on (some of us) while doing nothing ourselves to live up to what is clearly (to 






October 13, 1968: Activism and Resistance 
 
Can the current outrage on the part of some of the younger generation turn 
into an effective movement for change in the face of international lethargy con-
verning climate change? Children’s crusades can have an impact, but can this one 
be enough? 
The unease concerning the draft during an unpopular war appeared to 
change the United States. And it may have done so. Certainly, no politician who 
cares about his or her own re-election will even broach tentatively the idea of a 
reinstated draft. As a country, we seem to have had enough of that and the move 
has been to make military service more popular and palatable through accolades 
for soldiers (though with a lack of genuine support for veterans). But is that a real 
and substantial change? 
Or only cosmetic? 
Most of the supposed mass movement since the sixties have been little more 
than release values for frustration rather than motivators for change. Not one of 
them hit home the way the draft did. Climate change does hit home, maybe even 
harder. 
So, here’s hoping! 
 
We are entering a period of my life, fifty years ago, about which memory 
starts to get hazy.... 
Aside from drinking (probably the cause of the haze), I spent much of my 
time this fall in 1968 involved with anti-war activities and with draft resistance, 
preparing (by trying to help others) for my own looming confrontation with that 
system. I also spent a great deal of time in the coffeehouses that seemed to be 
springing up everywhere, on the Hamilton College campus, in Clinton (surprising-
ly) and in nearby Utica, and I attended whatever vigil or march that I could. 
Summing up my time that fall: I drank and talked and smoked dope and 
marched and demonstrated. 
Sometimes I went to school, but that didn't count for much. 
Even though I had been imbibing in way too much alcohol, let alone weed, 
this was still a period of great learning for me, haze notwithstanding. I was being 
exposed to all sorts of ideas, to art and music I had never before encountered, and 
to a great deal more. I hate to imagine how much more I could have learned had I 
been sober and drug free, but that's as may be. As it was, this was probably the 
time of the greatest intellectual growth spurt of my life. 
I wish I could remember it better. 
The coffeehouses of the day, sometimes in campus basements or church an-
nexes or in dingy storefronts on forgotten streets, were significant loci for many of 
us in our teens and early twenties in the late 1960s. They played the role social 
media does, half a century later. It was there that we could learn about things we 
hadn't suspected even existed, reading underground newspapers and mimeo-
graphed pamphlets from all over the country, and talking about what we were dis-
covering, learning through conversation to tell the trash from the truth. The cof-
feehouses, as they had also been two-and-a-half centuries earlier, were the founda-
tion of our public sphere. They were much more than music venues, though the 
music was there. 
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It was in a coffeehouse that I first read that Jerry Farber Los Angeles Free 
Press article "The Student As Nigger." Not in the original, but in a poor-quality 
mimeograph someone had typed up and was now distributed. The essay galva-
nized me: For the first time, I began to seriously think about my position in the 
American system of education. My frustrations with school, generally just inco-
herent ramblings, began to gain a bit of structure. 
I talked, also, to returned veterans of the Vietnam conflict and to people ac-
tively involved in resistance to the draft—often one and the same (it's a myth that 
soldiers supported the war or were spurned on their return by the antiwar move-
ment; many of our leaders were veterans). From them, I began to learn about the 
Selective Service System and its various regulations. I became conversant in 1A, 
2S, 1Y, 4F and all the other classifications, including 1O, the conscientious objec-
tor status that I could likely obtain as a 'birthright' Quaker. 
Over the next year, I would have a lot of time to think over my options con-
cerning the draft and to talk about them with others. Would I flee north to Canada? 
No, I discarded that idea quite quickly. Someone was going to go into the army, if 
not me, and I felt I could not in good conscience let another face death in my stead 
while doing absolutely nothing but fleeing to another country. For similar reasons, 
I decided I would not apply for a student deferment, should I end up in college. 
Were I to gain 1O status, I would have to perform alternative service, which 
would be a fine compromise, but I wasn't comfortable with that for other reasons. 
As a Quaker, I could get it. Were I Catholic, however, I probably could not, even 
if my beliefs in nonviolence were just as strong. That distinction was not accepta-
ble. 
I could also refuse to register, setting myself up absolutely for a prison term. 
That, too, made me uncomfortable. 
In the event, when I turned 18 in December of 1969, I did register, rationaliz-
ing it by applying for 1O status but refusing to sign the pledge to do alternative 
service. By filing for it, I was guaranteed an interview with the draft board, where 
I could explain my beliefs (which I did). By refusing to sign, I could not be given 
granted that status. That left me 1A, waiting for pre-induction notice as I ap-
proached 19.  
The first draft lottery, however, was held just weeks before my birthday, the 
one for my birth year the next July. I would be lucky: Instead of facing prison, as I 
had expected (for I would not report to serve), I received a number high enough to 
keep me in civilian life and out of jail. I was fortunate: I skated on the greatest 
dilemma facing young men on my generation, but I did it not by cheating or evad-
ing, a relief to me still. 
The draft was a constant topic of conversation throughout the fall of 1968. 
None of us believed that Nixon really had a 'secret plan' to end the Vietnam War 
and few believed that Humphrey could defeat him in the upcoming election—or 
that he would be more likely to end the war than Nixon. We carefully examined 
the ramifications of our various options, trying to imagine what we would do. A 
number of people just slightly older than I, and that I knew, were called up. Few of 
them went. Some found ways of getting additional deferments, not proudly but of 
what they felt was necessity. One or two disappeared—probably to Canada. An-




For all the coddling we had experienced growing up, this was not an easy 
time to be young. In this particular, each of us knew the consequences of our ac-
tions and that there were no good choices. That made us cynical too young and too 
prone to nihilistic thinking. 
We desperately wanted to be idealists, but the reality we faced wouldn't let 
us. 
There were also aspects to the coffeehouses, of course, more fun than tryng 
to plan for the unthinkable, the most important being the music. Outside of Bob 
Dylan and Phil Ochs, the most I had known of the folk revival of the early years of 
the decade was the pap of the Kingston Trio and the commercialized sound of Pe-
ter, Paul & Mary. Now, I began to hear songs local performers had learned during 
trips to New York City or from minor records, songs that their sources had learned 
from much older musicians or from the field recordings of people like Alan Lo-
max or from nearly forgotten 78s of the twenties and thirties. Songs that fit in with 
the Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger, Leadbelly, etc. music that I had learned from my 
parents' leftist friends in the fifties. As a result, my musical interest and, eventual-
ly, knowledge, expanded at a fast pace. 
Each First Day (Sunday, to those of you not Quakers), I attended Friends 
Meeting with my parents and my brothers. The hour of near silence did me good 
and the Meeting, like the coffeehouses, was fast becoming even more of a nexus 
of political activity than it ever had been. 
Again, outside of school and the bars, everything I did, now, revolved around 
politics and resistance to the draft, with breaks for music and movies. 
As you can tell, I felt drawn into the draft-resistance movement by the events 
looming over my world, events that could easily consume me or, at least, alter my 
world. I hated the war, but it was the draft that gave constant impetus to my activ-
ism. My own fate was being held hostage, and I hated that. 
 
Most of us shrug of politics, rationalizing that it doesn’t really affect us, that 
our lives will go on no matter who is in City Hall or, here in the US, the White 
House. But that has never been true. Apparent lack of change is always a soporif-
ic.  
Especially on a planet as bountiful as this one, one that has always been kind 
to human beings. 
But that bounty has ended.  






October 19, 1968: Traffic 
 
The changes going on in popular music in the sixties provided quite an edu-
cation for anyone willing to pay attention and step aside from the genre assump-
tions that had grown up over the past thirty years. Good music could arise any-
where and its influences could be myriad. The only caveat is that the artists care 
for their product, even feel passion for them, and work on their craft. When that 
happens, miracles can follow. 
 
By this time in 1968, pop music had divided into the new album-centered 
music of quite serious rock musicians and the pop Top 40 dominated by The 
Monkees and Motown. One was driven by the 33-1/3 rpm LP and the other by the 
45 rpm single. The former didn't look so much to AM airplay (rock FM was just 
getting started) while the latter sought nothing more than to rocket to the top of the 
charts (though Motown, it should be pointed out, took the music it was producing, 
and its audiences, seriously). 
On this date in 1968, the English band Traffic released its second album, 
Traffic. It was not filled with hits (though it produced some) but with music, music 
that can be enjoyed fifty years later as something more than nostalgia. The band 
had problems with differing visions of creation—Steve Winwood wanted group 
collaboration at every step while Dave Mason wanted the others to follow his di-
rections on his songs—but this was serious music in a popular genre. 
There was brilliant stuff being produced for Top 40 by the end of the six-
ties—hell, there always had been—but it could not compare, musically, to what 
was now appearing on the unified (as opposed to simple collections of singles) 
LPs. Why? Because there were fewer constraints (though it is possible to argue 
that the constraints are what forced Top 40 songs into their own brilliance—but 
that's another story). Also, by this point, rock was attracting more serious musi-
cians than pop had. There was now more room for experimentation, for pushing 
boundaries, and this led to an explosion of musical production at a high level of 
creativity not seen since the height of the Be-Bop era a generation earlier. 
The 1967 Beatles' album Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band is often 
credited as the breakthrough moment for album rock, but it wasn't really the first. 
Even Bob Dylan's double album Blonde on Blonde, released a year earlier, had 
been constructed as a whole and not simply a collection of pieces—and the same 
was true of John Wesley Harding also released in 1967—and other examples are 
not hard to find. Still, the high-profile Sgt. Pepper's achieved across groups and 
generations (my father actually had allowed me to play it on his stereo—a first) 
made more musicians aware of LP possibilities than any other single event. The 
pull it exerted was seen quickly in releases like Their Satanic Majesties Request 
(1967) by the Rolling Stones and even in Beggars Banquet, which would be re-
leased in December, 1968. 
I knew who Steve Winwood was from the Spencer Davis Group hits "I"m a 
Man" and "Feelin' Alright" but knew Traffic only from the song "Mr. Fantasy." 
Let me correct that: I knew that Winwood was a singer of some success. 
What I didn't know was that he was something of a multi-instrumentalist, a key-
boardist who could pick up and play well almost any stringed instrument he came 
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across. What I didn't know was that he cared as much for the music as the perfor-
mance. 
We were at that rare point, we young Americans, where we were beginning 
to be able to distinguish show from art or, as Clement Greenberg might have said, 
between kitsch and the avant-garde. Or, at least some of us were. The Don Kirsh-
ner's of the world were still taking plenty of money from us by selling pap 
wrapped in candy, but many of us had begun to take our music (or musics, as it 
would prove to be) seriously. We didn't mind an element of show—as long as 
there was substance behind it. 
No, it's more subtle than that. We even loved kitsch for its own sake, but we 
did not believe in any Greenbergian spectrum. Kitsch, after all, could be avant-
garde (Andy Warhol, anyone?). But beauty alone wasn't enough. 
Like most of the kids around me, I knew of the Velvet Underground. Few of 
us were impressed. Though the myth of the band, particularly because of the sub-
sequent deification of Lou Reed, continues, and though some of the songs were 
great ("Heroin," in particular), the Velvet Underground seemed to me as little 
more than an effort to pick up on the Kingsmen's accidental "Louie Louie" aesthet-
ic. Beyond that, no one seemed to care much about the music, just about the glitter 
and the attention. 
Warhol and, perhaps, Reed could rise above that, but few others managed it. 
For the most part, all they were was an embrasure of kitsch, something I appreci-
ated but that wasn't goal enough.  
Even as a kid, I cared little for the self-congratulatory avant-garde, which al-
ways held itself about the popular culture than sparked it and enabled it (no matter 
how much its denizens denied that), but I did respect those who worked carefully 
at their art, even if the result was an apparent slopping of paint on canvas. Warhol 
and Reed were careful but much of what surrounded them in the sixties was not. 
Just so, the writers I was admiring most were not those churning out as much 
as they could for the popular market but those who worked their craft—even 
though they might not be as talented as some of the others. I never found George 
Orwell brimming with creative aptitude, but I loved the care he took in handling 
words. Other, more talented, writers often left me cold... and it is Orwell I still 
read. 
All of that aside, what I liked most of bands like Traffic was that they were 
allowing me to argue for my taste in a way that had been difficult in a household 
dominated by a classical musician (my mother) who was nothing if not a musical 
snob. When I was quite young, I had to hide my musical taste, listening to a little 
portable radio away from home or under the covers late at night. The pop stuff, I 
was told, was junk and a waste of my time. 
My father, who had liked big-band jazz in the decade before he got married 
in 1948, had given it up after that and had become something of Mom's enforcer—
at least as far as the big stereo in the living room went. Though he had relented a 
bit in the last year, I was still unwilling to play much of the music I loved there, 
fearful not so much of ridicule but of the look I would get. 
Now, though I had failed to become a musician myself, I really was finally 
learning something about music. Though I knew I could never convince my moth-
er of the value of anything outside of the classical genre, I had learned to identify 
talent as something distinct from craft and explain when a work rose above its 
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roots in kitsch or in an unexploited tradition. Thank you, Steve Winwood, Dave 
Mason and the rest (all of you who put craft even before talent). 
 
The “factory” model of Motown seemed a horrible way to create good mu-
sic. And it would have been (as it often was, in other places), had not Barry Gordy 
paired it with the promotion of craft built on initial signs of talent. Berry also rec-
ognized that the creation of recorded music is a communal activity, the people at 
each assembly-line station needing respect that requires participation in decision-
making for the product. This is what Don Kirshner, who also constructed assem-
bly-line music, never understood—and it is why Motown is remembered with awe 
as well as fondness and its music still draws new listeners while most of Kirsh-
ner’s “products” (those involving Carol King and a few others aside) are enjoyed 






October 26, 1968: “The Sterile Cuckoo” 
 
When we are young, we try on personae for size. This fall, probably to the 
amusement of the adults around me, I was trying on snobbery. I had yet to admit 
and embrace my love for what is often dismissed as “kitsch” and was retreating in 
the other direction. At the same time, I was trying to redefine the assumptions of 
what constitutes the avant garde, unconsciously following the likes of Andy War-
hol (who I imagined I loathed). 
When you come right down to it, my exposure and experience were extremely 
limited but I, like many of my generation, flattered myself as the epitome of taste. 
 
Over the two months in 1968 since I'd returned to the States, I had become, I 
see now, a real film snob. I had been inhaling Truffaut, Fellini, Kurosawa and Re-
noir and thought I now knew something about movies. 
I didn't. In fact, I knew little about anything, and my growing snobbery was 
extending beyond movies in ways that would be continuing to prove it—even my 
love for popular music was in danger of becoming the love off a snob. 
In terms of movies, I was a complete poseur. I had never seen a Fred 
Astaire/Ginger Rogers film and didn't know who Randolph Scott was. If there was 
a Philadelphia story, I probably thought it had something to do with Ben Franklin. 
Sure, I knew what Brando and Dean looked like, but I had never watched them 
move on screen. Spencer Tracy was just an old priest on an exploding island with 
Frank Sinatra. Sure, I loved The Wizard of Oz and Judy Garland, but why would I 
pay any attention, for example, to her daughter? 
Not right then, certainly. 
The closest I ever came to Liza Minnelli while she was filming The Sterile 
Cuckoo on the Hamilton College campus during the fall of 1968 was when I 
walked by while they were filming her in a tree. I didn't stop. 
To this day, I have no idea if the film is any good, for I have never seen it. 
For reasons having nothing to do with the quality of the movie, that doesn't bother 
me, and I have had no reason to try to break the streak.  
Don't get me wrong: Today, I love movies, all sorts. And I probably would 
like this one. But I also need to laugh a bit at the snob I once was—and this lack is 
a reminder. 
Now, if I were to come across Liza Minnelli, the last thing I would do is 
walk on by. Especially if she were up in a tree. 
Then? They wanted extras for the movie, but I would have had to cut my 
hair—and that wasn't going to happen. I was making enough through my various 
jobs to meet my needs and, after all, I was too busy drinking, getting high and try-
ing to be a part of the antiwar and anti-draft movements to spend time waiting to 
be a part of a crowd scene or in the background on a sidewalk. Still, that was the 
closest I ever came to the film business—until, that is, the 1995 movie Smoke was 
partially shot on the street where my store was. A couple of years later, a scene 
from one of the Spiderman movies was filmed in front of the movie theater across 
the street. 
My favorite part of the Sterile Cuckoo filming was a plastic life-sized statue 
of a minuteman in front of the college's student union. I would walk by it several 
times a day. It kept getting moved or defaced by Hamilton students, so often that 
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the filmmakers posted people in a jeep to protect it at night. Any time anyone 
neared it, even on the sidewalk, headlights would go on, illuminating it. The whole 
thing seemed silly. 
Looking back, I like to laugh, not at the movie crew's attempt to keep order 
but at my reaction to the filming of a major movie right where I lived. What was 
really going on? Why did I insist on pretending not to be impressed by what was 
going on or, at least, interested? 
Because, again, I was a pretentious little boy. 
Not only was I becoming a film snob but, as I said above, I was turning into a 
snob in general, a snob who only saw the counterculture as worthy of his consider-
ation. Oh, and the Beats. And popular music. But straight American culture? What 
a crashing bore. 
This is hard to admit, especially after my last post: For the next few years, I 
would refuse to admit even to myself that I had loved the Four Tops and a great 
deal of Motown—or that I had actually enjoyed watching the Batman and The 
Monkees TV shows. That I rarely had missed, for years, Mad Magazine. That I 
had probably seen every Elvis movie and, secretly, still loved them. Packed away 
behind my other books was a collection of all of Ian Fleming's James Bond novels. 
I wouldn't get rid of them, but I did not display them. 
For the next few years, I would increasingly repress my love of American 
popular culture, cultivating an image—in my own head, at least—of a much more 
"cultured" individual. Looking back, I see the snobbery I was cultivating really 
was just a mask for ignorance. I think that is true in general, not simply in my 
case. The world is full of ignorant snobs. 
Those who look down on other musical genres from a preference for the 
classical, for example, show little understanding of their own genre and less of any 
other. They sound as foolish as I did, starting in the fall of 1968: They say that 
popular music is derivative. Well, classical music is, too. And derivation, far from 
being a bad thing, is the source of all innovation: Nothing, after all, comes from 
nothing. Rap, though often musically simplistic (how could reliance on a drum 
machine further complexity—at least in terms of beat?), is directly descended 
from Old English poetry in its utilization of a steady beat and a varying number of 
unaccented syllables (what Gerard Manley Hopkins would call, almost a thousand 
years later, "sprung rhythm" for its use in his own poetry). The turn into romance-
language unvarying metrical feet seems almost a move at odds with the reality of 
the developing English language. Rap’s language, its lyrics, obviously, can be 
complex and sophisticated—and sometimes even sublime. 
But I knew nothing about any of that, of course. Less, actually. I also thought 
that poetry was the realm of T. S. Eliot and Allen Ginsberg and not where some-
one like, say, Bob Dylan could go. I loved his music, sure, but could he be art? At 
the time, I thought not, though I have since seen the error of my ways. [I would be 
shocked when, in 2016, I discovered that numerous others had not matured in their 
understanding of what art is and were angered by the awarding of the Nobel Prize 
for Literature to Dylan. He deserved it, I knew by that time. In 1968, though I 
loved him, I would have convinced myself the award was a travesty even though 
Dylan was my favorite songwriter and musician.] 
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Once more, I think that the only reason I've never seen The Sterile Cuckoo is 
that the lack reminds me of my own past foolishness. I should probably keep it 
that way. 
 
To learn anything, we have to start wrong. And confused. If anything, school-
ing is the learning to create signposts and to follow them, to map, trace the routes, 
and then throw them away to start on another, better one. There is no final map or 
word on anything. 
I hadn’t learned that by this point in 1968. Few sixteen-year-olds have. I’m 
not so sure how well I have learned it since, though I do keep trying to back out of 






October 31, 1968: Bombings Will Stop 
 
If you think of how much Donald Trump has dominated American headlines 
since 2015, you will have some idea of the national obsession in the United States 
from 1965 through 1971 with the Vietnam War. The discussion was filled with the 
same sort of obfuscation, confusion, elation and dejection that surround us to-
day—but with one crucial difference: the numbers dying as a direct result of the 
actions at the heart of the debate are levels of magnitude smaller (so far) today. 
 
There was no single day in 1968 when, for Americans (and, of course, for 
Vietnamese), the war in Vietnam was not a presence. A large part of this was 
caused by the draft, which had re-shaped American attitudes and culture like no 
other domestic Federal policy. But, even if ours had been a volunteer army, the 
actions ordered by our leaders would have still been dividing the country. 
We had so come to distrust our leaders, through the misinformation fed us 
about this war, that no one believed it when, this day, President Lyndon Johnson 
ordered bombing of North Vietnam to stop on November 1 and said that he had 
done so "in the belief that this action can lead to progress toward a peaceful set-
tlement of the Vietnamese War." 
Yeah, right. Maybe we would have believed him had he said he was acting 
"in the belief that this action can lead to progress toward a successful election of 
Hubert Humphrey." Few of us felt he gave a damn about anything aside from his 
legacy, in the person of his Vice President and, now, presidential candidate 
Humphrey. 
The cynicism of the administration was apparent to all and, I suspect, this act 
of stopping the bombing hurt Humphrey at least as much as it helped him. Gov-
ernmental cynicism had engendered public cynicism. The remaining idealists were 
going to cast protest votes, seeing no difference between Humphrey and his Re-
publican opponent, Richard Nixon, who styled himself as the "new Nixon" but 
who was, to most of us, still the "Tricky Dick" of yore. Nobody was going to rush 
to Humphrey, certainly, because of a halt in destruction of Hanoi, destruction that 
never should have been happening in the first place. 
At best, we saw Johnson's words as something like those of the abuser who 
wants to be congratulated for stopping the beating. 
***** 
This was an amazing turnabout over just four years. In 1964, Johnson had 
been a hero to us liberals—even though many of us were already quite concerned 
with what was going on in Vietnam (lord knows, my family was: We were living 
in Bangkok, Thailand at the time, and would soon see my school almost double in 
size as US dependents were moved out of Saigon). Johnson was working aggres-
sively towards liberal ends relating to Civil Rights and his War on Poverty, though 
we were skeptical of its possibilities, was lauded. Though we never had really 
trusted Johnson, he was not our enemy—then. 
Now, he was. And had been, for well over a year. 
The election, we knew at the time, was a foregone conclusion. Nixon was go-
ing to win and few of us cared. We didn't see him as any different from Humphrey 
on the critical issue of the war. Nixon said he had a "secret plan" to end it, but no 
one I knew believed that. 
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On the other hand, Nixon's supporters didn't care about the war any more 
than did George Wallace's. They cared about what they saw as threats to their 
"way of life," that is, they cared about race. They cared about bragging rights, 
sure, and wanted to believe in their country as the strongest in the world so hated 
the idea of "losing" in Vietnam, but that was, for them, a side issue. 
Nixon had stumbled onto something that Johnson was one of the only politi-
cians to understand: "I think we just delivered the South to the Republican party 
for a long time to come," Bill Moyers remembers him saying soon after signing 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act. The "southern strategy" that, belying its name, has di-
vided the entire nation since, resulted. 
What Johnson didn't seem to understand, though it certainly should have 
been obvious at least since the Democratic Convention in August, was that there 
was nothing he or his followers in the Democratic Party could do, at this point, to 
mollify those of us who had turned on him as a result of the Vietnam fiasco. Many 
would vote for Humphrey anyway, considering that Nixon, the alternative, was 
even worse, but they would do so without enthusiasm, no matter what Johnson 
might do at this late point. Others, as I said, would write in candidates and even 
more wouldn't vote at all. 
The bombings' stop, in other words, meant nothing to the anti-war move-
ment. Yes, we were happy that fewer Vietnamese were dying, but none of us be-
lieved that the war was any closer to ending as a result. The damage had been 
done, and this seemed little move toward repair. 
 
Not voting or voting for candidates not from one of the two major parties 
gave us Americans Richard Nixon as president. And George W. Bush. And Donald 
Trump. Maybe this is a flaw in the electoral system of the United States, and I 
would argue it is, but it does not excuse us from choosing between the lesser of 
two evils. Democrats who stayed home in 1968 or who voted for Gene McCarthy 
could have defeated Richard Nixon, a man whose harm to the United States now 
seems irreparable. Democrats who voted for Ralph Nader in 2000 made it possi-
ble for George W. Bush to force a “win” in Florida with the backing of the Su-
preme Court, leading to another unneeded war and further erosion of internation-
al stability. Third-party voters in 2016 could well have stopped Trump, had they 




November 5, 1968: THE Election 
 
Every election is THE election, of course. At least until the next one comes. 
In 1968, at least, we still believed in a next one, a belief that may be dying in the 
run-up to 2020. 
Only a small percentage of Americans, in 1968, did not have faith in the sta-
bility and ultimate honesty of the American system. Those who wanted to over-
throw it surely got a lot of publicity, but even most of the most radical believed 
that the system was the best we could hope for and wanted to use it to save it and 
the American people. We also retained the naïve hope that Americans could be 
convinced by rational argument, forgetting that our fellow countrymen were as 
tribal and as frightened as were we on the left, unfortunately.  
The tribes and the fears were different, making the communication we want-
ed difficult and, as we have seen since, probably impossible. 
 
I didn't vote this day in 1968. I couldn't. The voting age was 21 back then and 
I lacked five years from that number. But the election was no less important to me 
for that. 
Nor was it less important because I already knew the outcome: Hubert 
Humphrey was never going to be President. Anyone who thought otherwise, I felt, 
was delusional. 
Had I been able, I probably (and mistakenly) would have written in Eugene 
McCarthy's name or would have pulled the lever for Dick Gregory. On many lev-
els, there really was little difference between Richard Nixon (who, as a point of 
fact, was more in line with present-day Democrats that with Trump's Republican 
Party on almost all issues but race) and Humphrey. Neither one had convinced 
anti-war Americans that they were serious about getting the country out of the 
continuing debacle in Southeast Asia—and that, to most of us (especially the 
young, those faced with the draft), was THE critical issue. 
Since 1968, the rift between Republicans and Democrats has grown to the 
point where the claim that there is no difference between the two major parties is 
preposterous—it has been since 2000 when naïve Ralph Nader supporters allowed 
George W. Bush's election and set the stage for a war in Iraq that certainly would 
have never happened had Al Gore been President. But, in 1968, especially after 
the Democratic Convention in Chicago, both parties were seen (by me, at least) as 
brutish, anti-democratic and mercenary. Mayor Richard Daley of Chicago was 
seen as every bit as nasty as Republican Vice Presidential Candidate Spiro Agnew 
and even as that third-party candidate, the racist George Wallace. 
Though New York was clearly going to go for Humphrey, our little town of 
Clinton was a Nixon stronghold, as were many of the upstate villages. The people 
were insensitive to outsiders and felt that they were overburdened by urban free-
loaders who were increasing their tax responsibilities. They prided themselves as 
hard working, thought I never saw any sign that they were more industrious than 
anyone else. 
If you can't tell (ha!), I didn't much like Clinton. I loved the land, the houses 
and the history, but I didn't much care for these people who were even more con-
servative than those of Holland, Michigan and much nastier (the people of Holland 
were, all in all, quite friendly). 
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Richard Nixon seemed perfect for that little town of Clinton, provincial in 
outlook and mean in spirit. He was the opposite of what I believed America should 
be, a celebration of humanity and an enthusiasm for the future. The country had 
been disappointing me now for almost a decade, since the aftermath of the joy of 
the Kennedy election in 1960, my first consciousness of electoral politics. For 
even Kennedy had disappointed: the Cuban Missile Crisis that led us to "duck and 
cover" beneath gum-smeared desks and the mania to stockpile food and build fall-
out shelters. Even as a fifth grader, I had known that all this preparation was ridic-
ulous, having seen films showing the power of atomic bombs. 
Three men, it seemed to me at the time, epitomized what was wrong with 
America: Nixon, Wallace and Daley. They seemed to hate youth, vision and hope. 
They seemed intent on squeezing all that was good about America (all that was 
good about Clinton, too—there was much positive about the place, for all my dis-
gust for it) out of it and replacing it with the dull and the repressed. 
Wallace and Daley were the ones who cleared the path for Nixon, Wallace by 
breaking the Democratic Party's stranglehold on the South and Daley by showing 
the true face of that same party. LBJ and Humphrey? They were, by this point, just 
clowns. 
On this day in 1968, it seemed that these three (though Daley was nominally 
a Democrat and Wallace had lost his third-party bid) had won more than just an 
election. The color had been sucked out of the country.  
It seemed to me, as I watched the returns come in, that I was watching the 
death knell for my generation. One way or another, the Vietnam War was going to 
go on—but it was likely to grow under Nixon. I knew I would never personally 
serve in the army but also that my refusal could mean a term in prison and severe 
limitations on my life after that. I was as prepared for that as much as any sixteen-
year-old could be—which means, not at all—but I was also scared half to death. 
We were losing our joy and our faith in the future for a war no one wanted in a 
place few had even heard of before 1967. 
I don't think I got drunk that night, for I was home with my parents and had 
not yet managed the courage to drink in their presence. But I am sure I wanted to. 
Either that or smoke a whole lot of dope. 
What else is there to do when your life is being narrowed by the victory of 
forces far beyond your control or comprehension? 
 
The divides in the United States that had governed its “progress” since at 
least 1824 should have long been obvious to Americans. After all, they had 
prompted a civil war and could be seen clearly by a flip through Electoral College 
results. The United States is not one country but two chained together in an un-
easy, symbiotic alliance. One of these, starting with Goldwater’s defeat in 1964, 
began to understand that, demographically, its ability to reach power was going to 
diminish as urban America grew along with percentages of minorities. Their pow-
er would not last in the system the country had established. 
So, they began to warp that system, a process that may culminate in 2020 
with the re-election of a candidate commanding the support of only forty percent 
of the populace. 
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November 10, 1968: Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, Tracy 
Nelson and, Of Course, Janis Joplin. And More. 
 
Why is it women can sing pain better than men? 
Perhaps the answer to that contains more of American culture than we care 
to admit, more than anything else does, even race. Whether from biology or up-
bringing, women really are different from men. From Ma Rainey all the way to 
Amy Winehouse and beyond, you can hear it. You do hear it. 
The emotions may be the same for many of us, but women express them dif-
ferently in song. 
 
About this time in 1968, I finally got to listen to Ma Rainey. I had wanted to 
hear her music for a couple of years, ever since I'd first heard mention of her in 
Dylan's "Tombstone Blues." Now, I found recordings through blues-aficionado 
Hamilton College students. Not surprisingly, I was blown away. 
True, I quickly discovered that Rainey isn't quite Bessie Smith, whose re-
cordings I already knew, not to my ear, but I could hear in her music the role she 
had played as Smith's mentor. Plus, she has a raw edge that doesn't appear often 
enough in the recordings of the singer who picked up her torch—and who benefit-
ed from technological changes that strengthened her recordings and propelled her 
further than Rainey, who had pretty much withdrawn from touring and recording 
by the end of the 1920s (Smith was eight years her junior but died two years be-
fore her, in an auto accident). 
About this time in 1968, too, I discovered Tracy Nelson, the lead singer of 
the fairly new band Mother Earth. I liked the other vocalist, too—Powell St. 
John—almost as much as Nelson, but it is Nelson who fit so well into the tradition 
of blues vocalists that I was learning to love so passionately. I could tell that she 
also loved Smith—later, I would find her first album, all Smith. 
These three singers—along with the iconoclastic Janis Joplin, whom I should 
include with them (though she is really in her own category)—did more than any 
others to mold my taste in female vocalists. Hell, in music. Sure, in the seventies I 
would discover the great jazz vocalists like Sarah Vaughan, Billie Holiday and, of 
course, Ella Fitzgerald, but my love would remain with the blues singers and Jop-
lin (a blues singer, sure, but also something else again). 
There was a raucousness to Rainey, Smith and Joplin that sat well with me, a 
sly and almost decadent sexuality and celebration of drugs and alcohol that I could 
applaud. Bessie sang: 
Gimme a reefer and a gang o' gin 
Slay me, 'cause I'm in my sin 
And this, from Rainey, knocked me out. I think I knew the words from just 
one listen: 
Went out last night with a crowd of my friends 
They must've been women, 'cause I don't like no men 
Don't hide! Throw caution to the wind. I loved it. 




Please try to understand that I'd change 
Well, I'd change if I could 
But, like the persona of her song, I can't change, or couldn't, not then. So, I 
reveled in the power of these women who could be, in Nelson's lyric, "down so 
low" and keep going, even knowing they could never recover what they had lost. 
And could still be defiant, as Janis sings: 
Oh! Now call me mean, you can call me evil, yeah, yeah 
I've been called much worser things things around 
There were no male singers who could carry pain, alcoholism, drug addic-
tion, and sexual loss and frustration the way these women could. I loved all four of 
them. I adored them because they understood.  
As did Sylvia Tyson, a folk singer whose "You Were On My Mind," which I 
knew from her recording with her husband Ian, included this: 
I got drunk and I got sick and 
I came home again 
I had, of course, first heart the song as the We Five sang it—minus the lines 
about drunk and sick. Tyson's version is brilliant in its pathos; the We Five one is 
just sweet instead. 
It was the way the female musicians were able to convey loss, addiction, con-
fusion and degradation that moved me. They were doing so in manners that eluded 
their male counterparts, carrying the truth of suffering for millions of us. 
Still, I was too young to really understand, myself, much of what they were 
singing about. Though I was careening to alcoholism and had recently embraced 
marijuana and was smoking every bit of it I could find, I knew little of life. 
Though I had discovered what it meant to be lost and alone, I had spent very little 
time in that pinnacle and depth of human experience, sex: just one incident. And 
that had been a rape, and by a man, and I discounted it, tried to ignore it as if it had 
never happened.  
The longings I had were for women. 
Yet it was the female singers I listened to who seemed to understand my sex-
ual longing in a way I had never heard from men. Theirs resonated with my own. 
Male sexuality, as expressed in song, contained too much braggadocio for 
me. I mean, come on, Bo Diddley: 
I got a brand new house on the roadside 
Made from rattlesnake hide 
Yeah, I love your music, but please! And I also love Steve Winwood, but the 
bravado here always turned me off: 
I never had no problems 
And my toilet's trimmed with gold. 
My reaction? Today's word best conveys my sentiments then: "Whatever." 
"I'm a man, yes I am".... OK, but I don't need to hear about it. 
Longing and pain: these are what I did want to hear expressed in music. At 
least, that's what moved me most when I heard it. That's what made me want to 
hear it again. 
Which brings me to the other female singer who had my attention then and 
who still does, fifty years later: Joni Mitchell. I knew her, in 1968, almost exclu-
sively as a songwriter, though I had listened to her 1967 album Song to a Seagull. 
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It hadn't impressed me as much as some of her songs performed by others had, 
particularly one of them: 
They got the urge for going 
And they got the wings so they can go 
I was beginning to feel that way about my own life. It seemed to have 
trapped me. I was learning that essential understanding at the heart of the blues, 
that I had no wings and no magical protection—and that things were likely to get 
worse before they never got better. 
I knew, by this time, a little bit of what it means to be hungry, what it means 
to be hurt, what it means to have no one to tell it to. These five musicians, each for 
reasons of her own, were able to express pain that I had felt or was feeling, pain 
that, believe it or not, I was not even willing to admit was in me—except when 
listening to their music. 
 
The song “Killing Me Softly with His Song,” though attributed to Charles 
Fox (music) and Norman Gimbel (lyrics) apparently (but disputedly) originated 
with notes on a napkin by Lori Lieberman during a Don McLean performances of 
his own song “Empty Chairs.” Lieberman recorded the song first but it was Rob-
erta Flack who made it famous. Strangely enough, though “Empty Chairs” is a 
fine song about loss, it pales in comparison to what it inspired. I don’t think a 
man, though, could pull off a “Killing Me Softly” performance… any more than a 
man could manage Gloria Gaynor’s “I Will Survive” though it, too, was written 
by men. 
What does all of this mean about the differences between the sexes?  
I don’t know.  






November 15, 1968: Bobby and Phil 
 
I found after I posted this that I would not meet Phil until early in 1969 
though I did know Bobby in the fall. It felt like Phil had always been there, for he 
was a major part of my experience of that time, but I have been convinced that my 
memory is the faulty one. At the same time, I learned that Bobby has died, a loss 
that saddens me today though the last time I saw him was well over forty-five 
years ago. 
 
The two Hamilton College students I admired most this fall fifty years ago, 
and who were also two of the most troubled people I knew at that time, are per-
haps two of the hardest to write about of any I remember from that time. I've 
avoided using their real names not to protect them—they hardly need that from 
anything I might say—but to protect me from my own hesitance as I try to write 
about them. To protect me when I get it wrong. 
Phil was from the west and he looked it. He moved like a whip and wasn't 
much wider—but was as sharp and as quick. He could work in leather and liked to 
make western hats. He smiled easily and often and liked to laugh at me, though 
kindly. He had a great deal of charisma but was a bit uncertain of what to do with 
it. He never seemed to belong there at Hamilton, a college that attracted upper-
middle-class students from the East and sent them on to law school and family 
businesses. 
At some point, I taught Phil the rudiments of typesetting and letterpress oper-
ation so that he could print chapbooks on an old Chandler & Price press in the 
basement of one of the campus buildings. Pretty soon, he had outstripped my own 
skills, producing work that I cherished my copies of for years (unfortunately, they 
disappeared in one of my more recent moves). 
Bobby was no more the typical Hamilton student than Phil was. He came 
from a working-class family in Albany with an overly belligerent father and he 
had chewed up every test ever thrown at him, spitting them back out instantly with 
every question answered correctly. Maybe the smartest person I've ever met, he 
wore his intelligence like an old tee-shirt: he showed no pride in it, just awareness 
that it was there and a needed cover. If anything, Bobby's smarts hurt him, in those 
days, more than they helped him, leading him to occasional breakdowns. 
When, the next year, he and I went to see the new movie Easy Rider, I em-
barrassed him as we were walking away after the showing by mentioning that I 
thought Dennis Hopper's character looked like him. He didn't want comparisons 
like that and didn't need them. 
We drank together, the three of us, smoked dope together. Others joined us, 
but Phil and Bobby were the center—for me, at least. A year later, we would be 
dropping acid together. I remember sitting on a rooftop with Bobby watching the 
stars pulse while talking of this and that and tripping our brains out. 
They were lovers. That part of their lives I couldn't share—nor did I want to. 
Though I had been around homosexuality for years and was comfortable with it, I 
had no interest in it for myself. In other words, my love for these two, though quite 
real, was never sexual. I never wanted to have them that way, though I do realize I 
wanted desperately to be like them, to have the sort of romance I imagined I saw 
in each of their lives. 
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At the same time, theirs were also, and I knew this quite well, often sad lives 
and, sometimes, hard lives. Phil got himself busted, sometime the next year, and 
spent a few days in jail and carried a felony record along after that. Bobby checked 
himself into mental hospitals occasionally, not because the doctors could do any-
thing for him, but to get himself away from a world that constantly shouted too 
loudly in his direction. 
To my mind—or it would have been, had I been perceptive enough to think 
about it at all—Bobby and Phil exemplified the best type of masculinity of any I 
had seen, their personal sexual preferences not even worth considering. They 
could be hurt, and could show it, and I admired that. They rejected no one, not 
even this high-school kid who wasn't in their class, emotionally or intellectually. 
There was no bullying in them, no false machismo. 
I'd never much liked the standard boys of our baby-boom generation. There 
were some, like me, who rejected the standard masculine image of the time, but 
there were many, many more who imagined themselves Marlon Brando or even 
John Wayne. They weren't fun to be around, especially for those of us who could-
n't match their standards of show-off prowess, especially as it was manifested on 
the athletic field. Put off by their loud personalities and their tendency to bully, I 
much preferred the company of girls—always had. Among females, I could relax. 
The necessity didn't exist of vigilance against slights that would grow if the first of 
them wasn't responded to. The competition, though it existed, was dialed way 
back, and I liked that. 
Most of the few men I really did feel comfortable with were, like Phil and 
Bobby, gay and were people who didn't try to repress it (I sometimes wondered if 
those loudest braggarts weren't overcompensating for doubts about their own pos-
ited heterosexuality). Sometimes, I had to fend off my friends sexually, but I rarely 
found them aggressive about it (that one in Munich, of course, being the excep-
tion) or a problem, but tentative and gentle. They quickly discovered that I 
mooned over girls as much as they did over boys and left it at that, not letting it get 
in the way of our friendships. Bullying and pressuring didn't exist among them, 
certainly not at the level seen among our straight classmates; they didn't have to 
"prove" their heterosexuality the way both repressed gays and some straight men 
did. 
In a time that was, for the most part, fraught with confrontation and anger, 
Phil and Bobby were, for me, an oasis of calm—though, I suspect, neither of them 
remembers that time as particularly soothing or themselves as serene. 
But I am glad they allowed it for me. 
 
There has always been more going on with what we now call LGBTQ within 
American society than most of us have willingly admitted. That shouldn’t surprise 
anyone; Americans had been quite reticent about their sexual practices. This has 
allowed a great deal of horror to go on unstopped, but it has also allowed genu-
inely loving people to be able to handle their love lives privately. Phil and Bobby, 
named here for members of the Grateful Dead, a band they introduced me to (I 
had known of the Dead but had never really listened to them), were part of a pre-
Stonewall gay culture that necessarily kept itself discrete. It would disappear as 
the gay-rights movement grew, and it is appropriately gone today. But I have older 
gay friends who still insist they miss it. 
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November 29, 1968: Marvin Gaye and the Importance 
of Motown 
 
Some things become emblematic of their eras. In music, Elvis, the Beatles 
and Michael Jackson come to mind immediately.  
For the sixties, though, it wasn’t only the Beatles. An organization, not a per-
former at all but the producer of performers, Motown, means as much to American 
culture of that decade as anything else does. Just mention “Hitsville, U.S.A.” and 
almost any American alive during the sixties will start humming a Motown tune. 
 
Marvin Gaye sang at Hamilton College about 50 years ago, probably for 
Homecoming. I can find no record of the performance, so I am not sure exactly 
when the show took place. 
And I have told the little story of mine related to it so often and in so many 
different ways that I am a little tentative in asserting the truth of any but the story 
outline—which is that Gaye and his band came into the student union after their 
performance just as I was about to shut down the grill. They ordered twenty or 
thirty burgers, as many orders of fries, and half as many shakes. I cooked and fried 
and made shakes, bagged it all, took their money, and watched them leave. 
Anything more, at this point, is probably a fanciful part of memory augment-
ed through repeated relating... or something. Anyway, I've told the story for years, 
basking in the associated glory of Gaye—and Motown. 
As it happened, at the time I wasn't much of a fan of Gaye's currently popular 
version of "I Heard It Through the Grapevine," much preferring the ancient (last 
year's) version by Gladys Knight and the Pips. But I certainly knew who Gaye was 
and was much more awed by seeing him than I had been when I had spotted Liza 
Minnelli the month before. Minnelli may have had great Hollywood lineage, but 
Gaye was out of Motown—and Motown, even to those of us who pretended to 
look down on top-40 pop, was already a legend. 
Because of Motown, serving burgers to Gaye's band, even if only to-go, was 
a big, big deal. 
By 1968, Motown was so dominant in American popular music—and, re-
member, all of us baby boomers had grown up glued to top-40 stations—that al-
most all of us held it as the pinnacle of pop music. Yeah, we all loved the Beatles 
and the Stones, but we didn't really see them as pop, even though we had learned 
of them through success on the charts. Motown was completely pop, but in a new 
and, finally, interesting way. I mean, the Supremes, the Four Tops, the Temps, 
Smokey Robinson: Who was better than they were for tight production, snappy 
tunes and memorable lyrics? 
You couldn't help liking Motown, not if you were an American teenager in 
the 1960s—not even if there were types of music other than pop that you liked 
better. 
Even those of us enamored by acid rock, blues or jazz knew there was some-
thing special coming out of Detroit. Motown wasn't just another version of the pop 
junk that producers like Don Kirshner concentrated on (OK, he did associate occa-
sionally with class acts, such as Carole King, but for the most part, he had no in-
terest in quality, just sales). What Barry Gordy did that few of the other pop pro-
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ducers had never managed was to consistently meld genuine talent into a pop-
industry giant whose goals included something beyond money. Sure, Motown took 
the concept of music-as-industry to an extreme, but it did so with talent and real 
care for the product every step along the line, not just concentrating on what it 
could bring in as profits. Gordy and his group rejected the idea of building a Pinto 
and then promoting the hell out of it in favor of crafting a BMW and letting it take 
off—if not simply on its own, then on its own merit. Like the Pinto, the BMW was 
a car for the popular market. There, the similarity ended. Just so, Motown, as 
compared to the rest of the pop industry. 
There are car companies that occasionally make extraordinary cars, but only 
a few almost always end up at the top of the heap, never making a real clunker. 
Motown was like that, for pop music, carefully engineering every aspect of the 
song from its composition through to its promotion and showcasing through tours 
by the singers. 
Though I never would find much to like about the Jackson 5, who would 
soon be added to the Motown list of stars, I would come to recognize the skill ex-
hibited even in their music. And, like everyone else of my generation, I would 
come to know their music intimately. You couldn't help it. Already, the Supremes 
(with the Stones) were the dance music at all of our parties, and they would con-
tinue to be so until I graduated from college. 
When I heard, in 1984, that Gaye had been killed, I was driving in Ohio, on 
my way to a conference in Toronto. My reaction was not quite what it had been 
three-and-a-half years earlier when John Lennon had been shot, but it was a big 
deal to me, and I remember it vividly, the car radio telling me, once again, some-
thing I just didn't want to hear and could hardly believe. 
1968, though, was a time before Gaye took control of his own music, when 
he was seen popularly as nothing more than a excellent singer backed by a first-
rate musical organization. "What's Going On" was still three years in the future. 
But Motown, wow! 
That's why grilling those burgers remains an important memory. 
 
Though I’ve encountered scores of celebrities over the years (as one does, 
when living in New York City), I rarely have found them worthy of retelling. 
Marvin Gaye was another matter right from the start. I’ve come to respect him 
more over time, not because he bought burgers from me but because of the sus-
tainability of his work, songs that sound as fresh today as when I first heard 




December 5, 1968: Booze 
 
One doesn’t simply “become” a drunk. It sneaks up. In the meantime, drink-
ing can become a source of pride. “He can hold his liquor.” It can become a ‘nat-
ural’ part of life. “I’m just a heavy drinker.” It can lead to compartmentalization. 
“I only drink on weekends.” “I never drink before noon.” 
No one likes being an alcoholic. It’s no one’s life goal. Yet millions of us are, 
and millions more are becoming. 
 
What does the humiliation feel like? The humiliation of having to take re-
sponsibility for what you, an alcoholic, did while drunk. How low does it pull 
you? How devastating is it, each new time, to whatever bits remain of one's ego? 
Let me ask you again: "What does the humiliation feel like?" 
Now for the cliché: If you don't know, I can't tell you. Not because I don't 
want to, but because the experience is centered on a unique sort of pain, one anal-
ogous to no other. It creates an unwanted brotherhood/sisterhood of those who 
understand it without the saying, a reluctant community of those who have lived it. 
I can tell you one thing, though: nothing about it is pleasant. The hurt can kill 
you, either through climbing back into the bottle or possibly even through throw-
ing the bottle away—which sometimes only seems possible by jumping off a 
bridge. Even if you are lucky and don't die, the long process of recovery is also 
filled with pain. 
Fortunately, that pain is of a gradually lessening nature. 
You have two beings when you are a drunk, and one has to carry the other 
whether you want it to or not. One is forced into culpability for the other. There is 
no way out of it, no excuse that anyone will accept. Or should. 
Sorry, I'm wrong: there is one way out of it. Stop drinking and you can start 
down the road to personal unity. But that's not clear to either one of you when you 
are two beings. Your sober being thinks he or she can wrestle it out, bringing the 
other under control. The drunk being just doesn't care—unless forced to. All the 
sober one of you can really do effectively is embrace the other, locking him or her 
to you, which means facing the pains you have created with alcohol. Pains both 
within yourself and in those you have harmed. And, believe me, as a drunk (or an 
addict), you have harmed people. That's hard to face; turning back to the bottle is 
not. 
Oh, that is hard, too. But it seems easy. 
The heartbreak for the few people remaining who care about each drunk is 
that nothing they can do can bring the two beings back together. Trying is like 
attempting to make a cat look at itself in a mirror. 
"I was drunk." That does not serve as a mitigating factor even after you stop 
drinking. It is still you—and you know it with a hurt and confusion that pins the 
two parts of you together—not "melds" but "pins." Pins them together even though 
you know that, when sober, you would never do the things your drunk self did. 
Yet you still have to take responsibility for it. And you have to carry that responsi-
bility for a lifetime—no easy thing, let me tell you. 
And no amends make it easier or better. The pain and the guilt will always be 
raw and present. 
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For it was sober you who picked up the first drink. And it is only sober you 
who can make that decision again. No matter how much you don't like it, no mat-
ter how much you hate the very idea of what you did to yourself or to others, you 
have to own your drunk self. 
Alcoholics and other addicts feel this very, very sharply. We feel it even 
when we have conquered (at least for the moment) our addictions. We know what 
it means to hit bottom in a way that many of us have tried to share, in art and in 
conversation, but have always failed to get across in its full monstrosity. 
You can't know it unless you have been there, and no one really wants to go 
there. 
And certainly, not for all the books, the poems, the plays, the films, there's 
nothing romantic about it. 
People turn away from you when you're a drunk. And they should. And you 
know they should. But it hurts. Lord almighty, how it does hurt. 
We try to hide it, even glamorizing drinking and the drunk through all that art 
we put so much energy in creating about it. Romanticizing it. Making heroes of 
people who seem to be able to "hold their liquor," though nobody ever does for 
long. The drunk who can walk a straight line is going to stumble one day. We all 
do. 
Those who have never been through this, please feel lucky—not proud, not 
superior. We who have been through it know: Sometimes it is necessary to turn 
away from drunks and druggies—but do it without condemnation or disgust. Do it 
only because you must. 
Don't condescend or pity. That only makes matters worse. We don't need you 
to tell us what we are. How bad we are. How weak we are. 
It's not weakness, by the way, that returns one to drink. It's a combination of 
overwhelming pain and nearly irresistible physical desire. 
Yes, we stumblers, as the rest of you might mistakenly call us, do try to ex-
cuse ourselves, creating myths out of drunks—Lee Marvin's Kid Shelleen, in Cat 
Ballow, for instance—and out of addicts. People even romanticize Howl. Don't let 
that fool you. 
It was during Prohibition that we Americans really began to romanticize 
drunks, I think. That movement accelerated after repeal and didn't begin to fade 
until sometime in the 1990s. Even the Hollywood mania for AA in the late eighties 
assumed there was something special about being an alcoholic. 
There wasn't. There isn't. There never will be. 
It's a horrible state of affairs for anyone trapped in it. Even the most talented 
drunks, the Richard Burtons and F. Scott Fitzgeralds, face daily humiliations, both 
shitfaced and sober. When we drink, we think we're breaking down barriers, even 
relaxing. But what we're really doing is bricking ourselves into the cellar with For-
tunato where, though we may cry and scream, no one can get to us to release us. 
With each "stumble," they move further away. 
There's nothing they can do, anyway. They don't ignore us out of callousness; 
they have to move away: 
At some point he heard Nat Keogh snicker and here and there were 
a few encouraging faces, but as he finished he had the sickening realiza-
tion that he had made a fool of himself in view of an important section of 
the picture world, upon whose favor depended his career. 
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For a moment he existed in the midst of a confused silence, broken 
by a general trek for the door. He felt the undercurrent of derision that 
rolled through the gossip; then—all this was in the space of ten seconds. 
 —"Crazy Sunday," F. Scott Fitzgerald 
Even Fitzgerald, who had known heights few of us can imagine, had experi-
ence of the depths. All alcoholics do. 
By this date in 1968, I was a full-fledged member of that pathetic fraternity. 
A day didn't go by, now, when I hadn't a beer or six or more, to say nothing of the 
amount of marijuana I was smoking on top of a pack or so of Old Gold ciga-
rettes—when I wasn't rolling my own (a skill I had picked up in Europe). 
A sober day wouldn't go by for me, not often, for the next twenty-one years. 
 
Reading this almost a year after writing it, almost thirty years after stopping 
drinking, more than fifty years after starting, chilled me. Few people today, people 
who didn’t know the despicable drunk I once was, even believe that I was “really” 
an alcoholic. They believe I might have once had a small problem but that I, like 
others have done, blow it out of proportion for a weird sort of self-
aggrandizement. 
That’s not true. 
When I stopped drinking in November 1989, I did so as a Peace Corps Vol-
unteer serving in Togo, West Africa. I had one person who helped me. That was 






December 12, 1968: "Bullitt" 
 
Digital archiving is changing history. Of course, it is. The amount of infor-
mation available has skyrocketed and the art of the historian lies no longer in the 
chance piece that survived by accident but in organizing a mass too great for any 
one of us to make our way through.  
However, the fear is that virtual items will soon stop existing outside of the 
scope of the digital-archivist profession, all work being done online and all dis-
covery centered there. In that sense, history has not changed at all. The internet 
itself has replaced the library as the gatekeeper and, just as the items that never 
made it into the library have faded away, those not on the web are suffering the 
same fate. 
 
Sometime this fall in 1968, I bought an old Mimeograph machine, the hand-
cranked kind. I also acquired an Olympia office electric typewriter (it must have 
weighed 50 pounds, but I would lug it with me for the next fifteen years). Though 
I was working for a newspaper, I wanted to be able to print things up of my own. 
With these, I could do that. The only supplies I needed were paper, ink and sten-
cils—and those were readily available. 
And, of course, the words to publish and a reason for doing it. 
I looked around for a rationale, but that turned out to be the easy part. Under-
ground student newspapers were springing up all over the country and I wanted to 
create one that might wake up my fellow students at Clinton Central High School. 
Most of them supported the war in Vietnam and were fine with the oppressive 
milieu of our school. I wanted to change that. I also wanted to address the racism I 
was seeing around me, racism unacknowledged in that rather insular upstate New 
York community. 
So, I started writing things and collecting the writing of others that I could 
freely reproduce. I found a fellow student who wrote poetry and asked him to let 
me publish some of his work. I think I got one or two other people to contribute 
new articles, but I don't remember exactly. Mostly, though, I wrote the paper my-
self. I don't remember how many pages it was (eight, I think) and I haven't seen a 
copy in years. But I can still see the header when I close my eyes: Bullitt. I etched 
the word in the stencil with a thin stylus but I wanted the letters thick as well as 
large so I went over them again and then again. 
The name, of course, was taken from the Steve McQueen movie that had 
been released in October. I liked that it skirted so close to "Bullshit," for that's 
what I wanted to shout out at the world. 
Most of the paper was bullshit; I had neither the writing nor editing skills to 
do much more than the rawest, most amateur job on in. Of course, I attacked the 
school newspaper in it, characterizing it as vacuous and controlled. I didn't mean 
to (I was young and stupid, after all), but I really hurt the editor, who was also the 
daughter of the editor of the local newspaper and one of my bosses. He took up her 
cause, publishing an editorial taking my poor effort to task, pointing out all the 
typos. He didn't know for sure that I was responsible for it, for I had published my 
paper anonymously, but I am certain he had figured it out. Rather than confronting 
me about it, he cut my hours at the paper to zero. I was never told I was fired, but 
there were no more shifts for me. 
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That served me right, I suppose. 
In my next (and last—it was too much trouble, I found, with too little support 
in the tasks of writing and producing; after the flurry with the first issue; I also 
discovered that the paper was of little interest to anyone but me) issue of Bullitt, I 
parodied the local paper's editorial, the one attacking my little effort, replacing 
each typo mentioned with one from that issue of the "real" newspaper. I think that 
sealed my fate in relation to any connection with the paper or with the family that 
owned it. 
Oh, well. I didn't need the job, really, though I had liked it quite a bit. 
There must have been thousands of similar underground newspapers that 
started up in 1968, many of them (like mine) in high schools and probably as 
many (if not more) in colleges. I doubt that there are copies still extant of more 
than a percent or two of them. They disappeared quickly, as mine did; few of us 
thought to send copies to the Library of Congress (I certainly did not) for archiv-
ing. No other institutions, certainly not the schools and colleges whose students 
were involved, would have been interested. 
Today, when people write and talk about the underground newspapers of the 
sixties, they generally mean ones that weren't really "underground" at all, but that 
were funded publications generally with at least a minimal paid staff, publications 
that operated as part of the general American economy and not really as rebels (I 
would run one myself in the early 1980s, a 12-page tabloid dedicated to environ-
mental issues). Most of them were either dedicated to making money (no matter 
how much they might protest otherwise) or to promotion an organization or cause 
fairly much in the mainstream. Few were really revolutionary. 
The "real" underground newspapers, the ones that disappeared in part be-
cause they operated outside of the economic and political mainstream, were much 
more radical. They were the work of idealists and revolutionaries who really did 
want to tear down the system. The irony is that none of us were savvy enough, 
really, to understand that the luxury of what we were doing was one provided by 
that very system. We were much like the Quakers (I was one, at the time) who 
prided themselves in the pacifism while living within a society whose peace was 
maintained by violence. But, for the most part, we really didn't see advancement of 
ourselves, or even of a particular cause, as our goal. We really did believe we 
could tear down the state and start all over again. 
Yes, we were fools. But we were also among the first people, thirty years lat-
er, who flocked into the blogosphere and, eventually, to social media. In the six-
ties, what we wanted was to start up conversation, talk that could cohere into 
movement. We failed, back then, our generation devolving into a "what's in it for 
me" attitude that still dominates the baby-boomer ethos. There were some of us, 
however, who yearned for the days of real dedication to community—and not to 
the idea of "community" as a means to personal success. 
You can see, today, that we, as the American culture, have learned little—
even when our hearts are in the right place. Most of the people and entities in-
volved most successfully in social media are interested almost exclusively in mon-
ey, making cynical use of us unregenerated idealists. But we will keep going as 
long as we can, just as we did in the sixties, even knowing we will soon be as for-




One of the concocted phenomena of the age of social media is the “influenc-
er,” the YouTube, Facebook or Instagram star who changes what interests people. 
These, of course, are nothing new, simply twenty-first-century hucksters, but we 
have developed myths about them that flatter American dreams of doing it all 
alone. Few of these influencers succeed without substantial seed money that al-
lows them to look like people care about what they say to the point where their 
momentum actually does affect others. None of them is much more than a shill for 
the internet marketplace and their fame is simply for selling (though they think we 
can be made to believe they are more than that). Like those planted aides to the 
“doctors” of the medicine shows, paid testifiers in the audience help fool the gul-
lible. 
The noise of the “influencers” drowns out the voices of those trying to use 
social-media tools to change the world as much as those like me, with our little 
underground papers, were drowned out in the sixties. We still have not figured out 
a way to counter money and marketing without either being co-opted by the forces 
behind these (remember Milo Minderbinder in Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 and poor 







December 19, 1968: An Empty Jar and a Popped  
Balloon 
 
Want to take the joy from a generation? Send it to a useless war in an un-
known place. Want to warp its idealism? Take some of its members but not others, 
dangling exemption but never promising it. Make people compete for the right not 
to go. We baby boomer men carry a lot of guilt that we will not admit. The veter-
ans for what they were forced to do, the rest for burying their best intentions under 
self-serving avoidance.  
 
This day, in 1968, I turned seventeen. The most significant thing about it, in 
my eyes at the time, was that I was a year closer to having to confront the Selec-
tive Service System, the draft. I wasn't looking forward to that: Nothing I saw as 
possible concerning it was likable. Nothing likable was possible. 
To put it simply, the government had placed me, like all men of my genera-
tion, in an impossible position. And didn't care. We could lie or buy our way out, 
we could go to Canada, we could go to jail, or we could go to Vietnam. Oh, we 
could also become students, but that only pushed off the inevitable. No choice was 
a good one. 
Birthdays had, as a result, become not something to celebrate but something 
to dread. Gifts became ashes, pathetic signs of past innocence that had been 
stripped from us. Parties became wakes, the dirge our song. 
And that may be why the story of Eeyore's birthday from A. A. Milne's Win-
nie the Pooh was coming to mean so much to me and, I am sure, to millions of 
other baby boomers, the second generation who had grown up with the stuffed 
bear and his friends before they were Disneyfied: 
"Sad? Why should I be sad? It's my birthday. The happiest day of 
the year." 
"Your birthday?" said Pooh in great surprise…. 
"Presents?" said Pooh. "Birthday cake?" said Pooh. "Where?" 
"Can't you see them?" 
"No," said Pooh. 
"Neither can I," said Eeyore. "Joke," he explained. "Ha ha!"  
My parents, I am sure, had some little party for me this day in 1968. But I am 
also sure I didn't want it. I certainly can't remember it or anything anyone might 
have given me. 
Pooh and Piglet, in the Milne story, do come up with presents for Eeyore, but 
Pooh absentmindedly eats the honey he carries, leaving only an empty jar. And 
Piglet falls and pops the balloon he had wanted to present, leaving only ruined 
rubber: 
When Eeyore saw the pot, he became quite excited. 
"Why!" he said. "I believe my Balloon will just go into that Pot!" 
"Oh, no, Eeyore," said Pooh. "Balloons are much too big to go into 
Pots. What you do with a balloon is, you hold the balloon " 
"Not mine," said Eeyore proudly. "Look, Piglet!" And as Piglet 
looked sorrowfully round, Eeyore picked the balloon up with his teeth, 
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and placed it carefully in the pot; picked it out and put it on the ground; 
and then picked it up again and put it carefully back.  
That image of Eeyore, contentedly inserting and removing the limp, busted 
balloon into and from the empty pot moved me even when I was very young. 
Now, it spoke to me much more powerfully: Make do, I was learning. Don't com-
plain. Make, as they say, lemonade. I wasn't perfect at this, not by any means, but I 
was figuring out how to survive. Gonna get drafted or go to jail? Don't worry 
about it. Find a way to enjoy life until it happens. 
That aside, the year when I was sixteen had been nothing like the year I had 
imagined when younger. Then, I saw 16 as youth at its best and happiest, youth as 
I dreamed of it being. There were songs about the year, stories, movies and TV 
shows. The little kids looking up in awe to sixteen-year-olds, adults making way 
for the confidence of the new generation. The world would be mine, at that age, if 
I had the confidence to grab it. Anything would be possible. It would be my world. 
No. 
Not as I had now lived it. 
There were two ways to react, I had decided by now, to the world as it turned 
out to be, not as I had earlier imagined it. Like Eeyore, in one I could make the 
best of what I had, no matter how meager. In the other, I would force myself to 
imagine, like Ayn Rand fans, that I am better than all the rest and that my failures 
are the result of nefarious actors out to block me. Even at sixteen (goin' on seven-
teen) I knew that was nonsense. 
Eeyore, not Rand, would be my guide. 
Fifty years have changed things, have changed me. But sixteen, as it is so of-
ten, was the year that lit the fuses, both the ones that fizzled and the few that ex-
ploded. After all of it, and in proof, I can proudly say that I still love Eeyore. 
Let me play, even now, with my best presents, my empty pot and my burst 
balloon. And I'm happy. 
 
Nobody admits that they acted badly in response to the draft. Leaving aside 
those who were plucked to “serve,” every American male of draft age during the 
Vietnam conflict—aside, also, from those who actively resisted and went to jail as 
a result—carries an (often unexamined) itching pain resulting from their actions 
or the actions that concerned them. I would be one of the lucky ones with a high 
draft number in the new lottery. Though that was not anything I had any control 




December 25, 1968: Christmas 
 
Once, the Society of Friends was a tough religion, tough on its own members 
(each tough on herself or himself) and tough in its evaluation of outsiders. Some-
thing has happened to American Friends, though, over the past half century. Once, 
the toughness was coupled with gentleness and a refusal to judge others even 
while harshly examining oneself. Somehow, the strength has gone and the religion, 
now, is one of acceptance, of refusal to judge at all. 
 
Holiday cheer? 
Let's leave that aside and talk of something else. 
There wasn't much to be cheerful about, this day in 1968. 
So, let's talk about religion. Seems a suitable Christmas topic.  
Well, not really about religion, but about the followers of the faith I grew up 
in. A faith that has changed significantly over the past half century and that I am 
no longer a part of. 
I had always wanted to be a Convinced Friend, one who joined a Meeting 
through serious consideration, belief and desire and not through legacy. But that 
was impossible. It's not that I was born a Quaker (I was baptized in a Presbyterian 
church), but I cannot remember a time when my parents' spiritual and political life 
did not revolve around a Meeting. Yet, though I had grown up within the Society 
of Friends, I had never really believed the way others did. This, I would later dis-
cover, is a common situation for a Birthright Friend, and one of the reasons so 
many of us end up leaving the group. To me, the idea of God seemed far-fetched, 
at best, and "waiting on the Lord" in Meeting for Worship, quaint.  
I admired the fervor of those who had found the Quakers on their own, but I 
could not be one of them. 
The Quakers of the sixties included people devoted to their belief and acting 
on that devotion in ways I still admire, though no longer without reservation. 
Norman Morrison, who self-immolated in front of the Pentagon in November 
1965, went too far and senselessly, but there were others who lived their convic-
tions in ways I wanted to emulate. They believed in the simple life and in faith by 
doing. They were harsh on themselves and gentle toward others, great fans of peo-
ple like Henry Thoreau, Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King. 
First among the Quaker activists who surrounded so much of my life were, in 
my eyes, the draft resisters of the present day. I knew men who had served prison 
terms in World War II for refusing to serve, and I looked at them with awe—even 
while venerating my own father's reluctant (he began the process of becoming a 
believer in non-violence and pacifism while in action on Leyte Island in the Phil-
ippines—continuing to fight even though he was coming to understand the horror 
of what he was involved in) soldiering in that same war. I knew boys who were 
preparing for prison themselves, many of whom did eventually serve time. I ad-
mired their courage; I only hoped I could be as brave when my time came. 
Though I could not make sense of the concept of god, I did believe strongly 
that war and violence were the wrong tools for promoting a better world. I be-
lieved this quite strongly (still do) and knew I could never participate in structured 
violence. At the time, I believed I could not involve myself in violence of any 
sort—I saw myself as a pacifist. 
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The Quakers of the time, as I have said, lived their beliefs. Their service or-
ganization, the American Friends Service Committee, demanded real sacrifice 
from those who worked for it, paying far too little for that service to be a sustain-
ing career. It was a calling, a necessity and not a means of support for an individu-
al or a family. There were also Quakers who deliberately earned so little that they 
didn't pay taxes, being unwilling to contribute to war and the purchase of guns. 
They and their families suffered for their beliefs but, in my experience, suffered 
willingly. There were others quite content to be arrested and who often were, for 
civil-rights causes, anti-war and more. Other Quakers were involved in intentional 
communities and in myriad other activities designed to change American culture. 
Though they were a tough lot, from the perspective of the broader American 
culture, Quakers were seen, in the fifties and sixties, as a little nutty but mostly 
harmless, as long as they stayed away from civil rights and antiwar causes. They 
tended to be rigid in their beliefs and in how they conducted their lives, many of 
them staying away from ostentation, much as many Mennonites do. In many re-
spects, they were hardened to a life of faith, not afraid of being locked up if stay-
ing out meant compromising their beliefs. They trusted that they could get by 
through mutual aid if worse came to worst. And they trusted in their faith. Outsid-
ers could see them as sour, but what they really were was determined to live their 
lives "in the light," as the phrase coming down from 17th century Quakers in-
structs. 
Even in the sixties, when I was most assuredly one of them (except in belief, 
but I kept that to myself), I was, I must admit, a little put off by the self-
righteousness that I saw cropping up among them all too often. More often than 
not, I decided (in self-justification), that I felt that way, at least in part, because of 
my own failings. Goodness knows, as a drinker, a smoker and a drug user, I had 
none of the self-control that I imagined in some of the paragons around me.  
The younger ones, with long hair like mine and dressed in jeans and soft 
leather, who were living their beliefs on communes or traveling around on antiwar 
and anti-draft crusades, had my complete admiration. I knew I could never do 
what they did, nor could I ever have lived at New Swarthmore, the little Quaker 
commune that had started near where my family was living in Clinton, NY. 
Though there were drugs there, and plenty of indiscriminate sex, there was a spir-
itual aspect to the place I knew I could not participate in honestly. 
I had a hard enough time, as it were, sitting through an hour of silent worship 
on First Day (the Quaker term for Sunday). I liked the idea of Meeting for Wor-
ship well enough, but I generally found the reality excruciatingly boring. 
Over the next forty years, I would leave the Quakers often, only to return. 
Now, our ways have parted permanently. Part of that, I think, is because those 
fierce Friends of the sixties have gone, too. And I miss them. 
 
The desire to “do good” for one’s fellows remains a major driving force 
within the Society of Friends, but even that has changed. Many Quakers once saw 
charity without sacrifice as sanctimonious self-serving, not really help for others 
at all. They refused to feather their own nests while others were barren. Though I 
never had their strength or dedication, I admired such people greatly, people who 
lived to aid others, their own situations and future going unconsidered. 
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Sure, times have changed and we’ve, as a nation, made it harder for anyone 
to act for the betterment of others before taking care of their own future (lack of 
healthcare and the diminishing security of Social Security being just two of the 
causes). But that’s just an excuse for personal lack of strength. 






December 31, 1968: Goodbye to a Bad Year 
 
Re-reading this, I see again that I am still the idealistic, head-in-the-clouds 
rank sentimentalist that I was at sixteen. 
Some things, to coin a phrase, never change. 
Were I not committed to presenting all of the posts of this project in this book 




I don't remember at all what I did this night in 1968. Probably drank a lot and 
smoked a bit of dope. I doubt I went out for the evening, but I suspect I didn't cel-
ebrate with my parents, either. We were getting along well enough, but I just can't 
see that having happened. 
Even then, that very evening, I knew that I was a completely different boy 
than I had been a year earlier. Then, I had romanticized the sorts of things I would 
experience over 1968. Now, I knew something of them, including pain and hun-
ger. 
This morning, walking down a Brooklyn street, I saw a long cigarette butt on 
the ground and remembered how I had learned, while hitchhiking in Europe, not to 
throw mine away but to save them, removing the little bits of tobacco left each 
evening and placing them in a small pouch where I also kept some rolling papers. 
When I hadn't the cash for fresh tobacco or manufactured cigarettes, I would roll 
my smokes from that pouch. I wasn't frugal, far from it, but I had learned to be 
careful with what I had, for I could not always be sure I would be able to replace 
it. 
True, Lowell George had yet to write "Willin'" and wouldn't for some years, 
but the first lines of the song would strike hard when I would first hear them, de-
scribing how I saw my own life, and had since I was sixteen. I still remember first 
hearing the opening lines to that Little Feat song (or was it the Linda Ronstadt 
version? I forget): 
I been warped by the rain, driven by the snow; 
I'm drunk and dirty don't ya know, and I'm still willin'. 
That's the way I was feeling by this date in 1968. Yeah, beat me, stomp me, 
but I'll keep trying, maybe even feeling sorry for myself (though that passes). May 
not succeed at anything I'm trying, but the fact of that's not any more important 
than the left-behind reality of self-pity. 
The American dream? That's not what it's about, not for me, anyway. It's 
about being willin'. It's about knowing a little about the worst and moving on any-
way. As Kurt Vonnegut wrote, it's about putting one foot in front of the other, for 
that is the victory—though you never know it. Not then, at least. Probably never. 
Survival is victory, not success. 
Parse that. 
Several months after this New Year's Eve of 1968, in March of 1969, another 
song would express my new self-conception (as many had done, and would), Paul 
Simon's "The Boxer": 
Seeking out the poorer quarters Where the ragged people go; 
Looking for the places only they would know. 
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That, I would know right then, had been the heart of my 1968. that year of 
sixteen. And that, the knowledge that song is never unique—nor is the emotions it 
pulls—leads to recognition today of the one thing I had learned while sixteen: I am 
not unique; I am not special. I am common. 
Romanticize it if you will, but it was ugly, too. I had become one of those 
creatures, at times, the ones seen in railroad stations and bus depots across the 
world, someone seen, indeed, in the poorer quarters where I would feel more com-
fortable for the next quarter century, for there I've been most ignored, sometimes 
being one of the ragged people, the ones who try to get your attention—but who 
you pass by. 
"Hey, buddy, can I bum a cigarette?" 
***** 
It just struck me: there's one song I surely played this evening in 1968, the 
antidote to the time of self pity, the energizer of our young minds. I must have 
played it, for I had it on a 45 rpm single and a long-playing 33-1/3 rpm album and 
its lyrics, too, suited my mind: 
You got me blowing, blowing my mind 
Is it tomorrow, or just the end of time? 
And then there is Jimi's guitar. Was. 
Yeah, I'm one of the lucky ones. 
 
We like to celebrate survivors as if they have done something special. But it 
is the ones we’ve lost we should celebrate, whether it be to cancer or AIDS or car 
wrecks or gun violence. Or to anything else at all, even old age. We who are still 
here can damned well hold parties for ourselves. The dead cannot. 
There has always been something comforting in an Irish wake with the body 
laid out in the bedroom. It’s therapeutic to step away from the crowd and sit for a 




January 19, 1969: The Contrainaugural March and the 
End 
 
This march marked my first visit to my nation’s capital since leaving for Eu-
rope in the spring. By virtue of my few weeks there, I felt I was an expert on the 
city. I asked the driver of the chartered bus we were on to drop me and my com-
panion off some way from the Lincoln Memorial, where the march was to end up. I 
thought it would be an easy walk. It took an hour or more, so was probably four 
miles—a pace I could maintain, in those days. So, we got there later than most and 
were far from the singers and speakers at the end. But I didn’t mind. I thought I 
was witnessing a new beginning even in face of the victory of intolerance. 
I didn’t know—I was too young—that I was seeing just more of the same. 
 
This day in 1969, I was in Washington, DC once again, this time to partici-
pate in a protest march the day before Richard Nixon would be sworn in as presi-
dent of the United States. It was a particularly appropriate end to a very bad year, 
the start of something that has stained the United States ever since. 
By the terms of the protests of the era, this demonstration was not a big one. 
If I remember correctly, about 10,000 people were there. It was probably the first I 
had traveled to (going by chartered bus with a contingent from upstate New York) 
but it would not be the last. Protest was becoming a commonplace in American 
life—had been, certainly, since the debacle in Chicago last August and had been a 
part of the national scene at least since the "I Have a Dream" march of 1963. My 
involvement in protests would grow over the next year or so, only to end in disil-
lusionment in the months after the slaughters at Kent State and Jackson State. At 
this time, however, I still believed in the people of the left and in the efficacy of 
protest. 
Though I had learned a great deal over the past year, my idealism had come 
through all of it intact—yes, even a budding nihilist and drunk can be an idealist. I 
know, it sounds crazy but, as we keep being reminded, even the crazy can be true.  
In the long run, it would not be things that had happened to me that would 
destroy my idealism, but would be how I saw others reacting to horrible actions 
toward still others.  
Too many people see disaster as an opening for personal opportunity and 
self-promotion. I did not yet understand this, though it would become graphically 
obvious to me in a little less than a year and a half. 
***** 
Just as 'the golden age of science fiction is twelve,' the golden age of many of 
our lives is sixteen. It was not, not for me. But it was the year of the most radical 
change I would experience over the next fifty, made more so by the change 1968 
brought to my country and to the world. By this day in 1969, I was still reeling 
from what I and humankind had experienced over the past twelve months, individ-
ually and communally.  
I wouldn't find solidity beneath my feet for another twenty years. The world 
still hasn't. 
I named this series of blog posts on 1968, ending with this post, from a Bob 
Dylan phrase in his song "The Ballad of Frankie Lee and Judas Priest." I don't 
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think I learned the lesson of the song very well, not then, at least, not in 1968. 
Probably, I am still in the process. Maybe nothing can be revealed. 
I would go on to be in many places, over the years, where I do not belong—
contrary to the advice of the song, which says “one should never be where one 
does not belong.” Hell, I live in New York City and, though I love it, I have al-
ways felt a fraud when claiming the title of "New Yorker." I have spent years 
looking for belonging but have always found instead something besides paradise, 
merely shelter (when I've been lucky)... or maybe vice versa. 
But, those are other stories. 
 
Everything continues. Sometimes unchanged. 
 
 
